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ABSTRACT

An abstract of the dissertation of Vincent Schreck for the Doctor of Education in
Educational Leadership: Postsecondary Education presented November 18, 2003.

Title; Successful Online Course Retention at Marylhurst University: Constructing
a Model for Online Course Retention Using Grounded Theory

Over the past 6 years, the course retention rate for Marylhurst University’s
(MU) online courses was 91%, which is within four percentage points of its
on-campus course retention rate (Schreck, 2002). This appears to contradict a
recent article in the Chronicle of Higher Education that stated, "Although there is
significant variation among institutions with some reporting course-completion rates
of more than 80% and others finding that fewer than 50% of distance-education
students finish their courses, several administrators concur that course-completion
rates are often 10-20 percentage points higher in traditional courses than in distance
offerings" (Carr, 2000). Recent studies (Beatty-Gunter 2001; Crabtree, 2000;
Cutler, 2000; Eox, 2000; Moore, Bartkovich, Eetzner, & Ison, 2002; Morrow,
Woodyard, Mora, & Nather, 2001; Valdez, 2001) corroborate C arr’s claim and
were used to compare with MU results. This grounded theory, web-based,
research study aims to explicate the reasons why MU online students complete
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courses at high rates and develop this understanding into an online student retention
model. A grounded theory approach was used to conduct this study, which is
described by Creswell (2002) as, "a systematic, qualitative procedure used to
generate a theory that explains, at a broad conceptual level, a process, an action,
or interaction about a substantive topic" (p. 439).
The research process helped discover and shape the Online Course
Retention Model (OCRM). The OCRM theorizes four major areas for inquiry into
online course retention (Administration, Course, Student, and Teacher). Each
major area of inquiry is divided into three variables of varying importance to
online course retention. Perhaps the most profound discovery was not the major
themes and supporting variables, but rather, the relationships between variables,
and how these relationships explain the MU situation. The research concludes with
an examination of possible "best practices" in online course retention, ideas for
future research, and recommendations for implementation. Successful online
course retention at Marylhurst University: Constructing a model for online course
retention using grounded theory.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

After working in distance learning for more than 5 years using both
telecourse and online technologies, I know each respective medium incites both
compliments and criticisms. One criticism in particular from distance learning
administrators and personnel concerns the poor retention rate of students enrolled
in distance learning courses. Despite the lack of any national statistics, the higher
education community continues to formulate a poor opinion of distance learning
course retention (Carr, 2000; Erankola, 2001; McVay-Lynch, 2002). However,
after working at Marylhurst University (MU) in the Web-based Eearning
Department (WBL/D) for more than 2 years, I noticed a minimal loss of students
across all online courses. This observation led to a more in-depth look at MU
WBL to discover our true online course retention rate.
In the fall of 2001, I began gathering institutional data with hopes of
validating my initial observation concerning M U ’s online courses. The findings
from this informal study verified my initial thoughts about our success with online
course retention — only a small percentage of our students dropped online courses
each term. When compared to existing, similar studies (Crabtree, 2000; Cutler,
2000; Mesa Community College, 2001; K. Moore, Bartkovich, Eetzner, & Ison,
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2002; K. Keefe, personal communication, April 18, 2002; T. Manning, personal
communication, January 1, 2002; Morrow, Woodyard, Mora, & Nather, 2001;
Valdez, 2001), my informal study (Schreck, 2002) revealed high online course
retention rates that were within 5 percentage points of M U ’s on-campus courses.
Rather than celebrate what appeared to be a significant discovery when compared
to similar existing studies, I posed the question, "Why should anyone care about
student retention in the first place?"

Background to the Problem

The following section contains background information concerning the
financial aspects surrounding student retention, the popularity surge of online
learning, and how competition has helped drive this popularity. This leads into a
fundamental question behind this research project, "Are we doing a good job
retaining students in online courses?" Finally, this section ends with the true
importance of retaining students — that universities have a responsibility and
obligation to monitor and improve retention in general.

The Economics of Retention
My first thought about retention concerns the economics of higher education
where students’ tuition dollars generate large percentages of college budgets. This
observation is especially prevalent at MU where on a 5 year running average,
M U ’s tuition revenue is up to 69% of the operating budget (MU Business Office
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personal communication, October 7, 2002). If tuition dollars decrease, higher
education becomes more dependent on state funding. When fiscal forecasts are
good for states, generally the forecast is also good for higher education. In turn,
budget deficits within the state budget often cause alarm and force cuts in
institutions’ budgets. In a 1999 report to the National Center for Public Policy and
Higher Education, Hovey made the following remarks;
...even with normal economic growth over the next eight years, the
vast majority of states will face significant fiscal deficits. Given past
state budget patterns of coping with fiscal deficits and avoiding tax
increases, the report concludes that the projected shortfalls will lead
to increased scrutiny of higher education in almost all states, and to
curtailed spending for public higher education in many states.
(Hovey, 1999, f 1)
Now in 2002, many higher education institutions must deal with the harsh
reality of Hovey’s (1999) projections. These impossible deficits, cited in Johnson,
Lav, and Carey (2001), surface while browsing state funding sources via the World
Wide Web. For example, 2002 records show the state of California carrying a
$14.5 billion deficit, which leads to $857 million in cuts to public education.
Oregon reported a deficit of $715 million with one possible solution being a
proposed alcohol and tobacco tax increase. With federal and state funding for
higher education on the decline and many colleges and universities in a budget
crisis, there is an increasing challenge for higher education to remain competitive
in its market arena. Coming to the forefront of distance education, online learning
has become the premiere delivery system for higher education and has infiltrated
the majority of higher education institutions (Greene, 1999, p. 5).

The Infiltration of Online Learning
Just like any organization, higher education needs to rethink, resize, rework
and revitalize plans to help it survive and move into the future. A recent addition
to the educational market, online learning (learning via the Internet) shows
unprecedented growth in terms of the number of colleges offering online courses
and programs, student enrollments and research initiatives. A research report by
the National Educational Association (NEA, 2000) states that during the 1997-1998
academic year, 78% of public 4-year institutions and 62% of public 2-year
institutions use distance learning Internet courses constitute 60% of the total
number of distance learning offerings in the report (p. 2).
A recent research report from the Sloan Consortium (Allen & Seaman,
2003) hints that colleges are moving beyond just offering courses. In this report,
3033 surveys were sent to public and private institutions (both for profit and
nonprofit). Concerning the question, "Does your school offer online programs for
a degree?" The following percentages were reported as "yes": 48.9% of public
institutions; 22.1% of private, nonprofit; 20.2% of private, for profit; 34.5%
overall (p. 7). In addition, the Sloan research states, "The Public sector offers the
majority of all online courses, with more than 90% of all institutions offering at
least one online course" (p. 7). The following statistics were also included.
• More than 1.6 million students took at least one online course during fall

2002.
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• Over one-third of these students (578,000) took all of their courses
online.
• Among all U.S. higher education students in Fall 2002, 11% took at
least one online course.
• Among those students at institutions where online courses were offered,
13% took at least one online course.
• The number of students taking at least one online course is projected to
increase by 19.8% over the one-year period from Fall 2002 to Fall 2003,
to include a total of 1.9 million students, (p. 1)
The use of Internet learning technologies to gain overall enrollment and
increase revenue through student tuition dollars lures many schools into distance
learning. Cited by Lorenzo (2002) in Educational Pathways, two instances of
large increases in online enrollments. University of Illinois - Springfield (UIS) and
St. Leo University (SLU), provide extreme examples of rapid, online learning
growth. UIS saw an increase of 2,960% from fall 1998 to fall 2001 (f 4-5). St.
Leo University went from 12 enrollments in the fall of 1998 to 2000 enrollments in
the fall of 2000 — a 16,567% increase ( t 15). In the same online article, Michael
Rogich, director of SLU ’s Center for Online Learning, stated, "...we are growing
at about six to eight percent every eight weeks" ( t 16).
Although these two examples show the possibilities of huge enrollment
increases in online courses, this is not always the case. Hafner (2002) states the
following:

...according to Eduventures, an education research firm in Boston,
American universities have spent at least $100 million on Web-based
course offerings...now the groves of academe are littered with the
detritus of failed e-learning startups as those same universities
struggle with the question of how to embrace online education but
not hemorrhage money in the process, (p. 1)
Lev S. Gonick (cited in Hafner, 2002), vice president for information services and
chief information officer at Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, states
"University presidents got dollars in their eyes and figured the way the university
was going to ride the dot-com wave was through distance learning" (p. 1). Gonick
goes on to say that e-learning technology has largely failed and that, "Across U.S.
campuses today, e-learning technology investments are at risk, and many
technology champions are in retreat" (p. 1). One possibility for the failure of such
institutions is not the technology itself but rather, the competition factor involved
in offering online education.

Online Learning: The Competition Factor
In the past, family and/or work constraints limited prospective students to
nearby educational institutions. Such constraints do not exist for online students
and consequently, online students may choose from literally hundreds of higher
educational institutions, courses, programs and even, professors. Thus, when
higher education institutions enter the online education market, the recognition that
other local universities are no longer their only competition is crucial. Therefore,
while using the Internet makes the opportunity for enrolling more students
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possible, with this new opportunity for more students comes the wide-expansion of
competition.
Despite growing competition, the two previous examples (UIS/SLU)
illustrate the possibilities of generating revenue via online learning. Whether or
not it works to improve enrollments and actually generate increased revenue,
higher education seems to be moving in this direction. In 2003, it is hard to find a
higher education institution that does not offer online learning or use some other
form of distance learning. A recent study from California community colleges.
Distance Education Report (Morrow et al., 2001), said, "During the period of
1998 to 2000, Internet based courses increased by 238 percent, going from 328
sections to 1001" (p. 2).
The indisputable fact is that higher education offers a vast number of online
courses, which may financially benefit colleges and universities. Since higher
education has committed to online learning at such a high level, it follows that an
exploration of online course retention rates is important. For instance, is higher
education truly benefitting if and when students fail to complete large percentages
of online courses?

Online Course Retention: Are We Doing
a Good Job?
A recent Chronicle o f Higher Education article stated;
Although there is significant variation among institutions with some
reporting course-completion rates of more than 80 percent and others
finding that fewer than 50 percent of distance-education students

finish their courses, several administrators concur that coursecompletion rates are often 10 to 20 percentage points higher in
traditional courses than in distance offerings. (Carr, 2000, H 10)
This article points to "distance offerings," however, and does not address online
learning specifically. McVay-Lynch (2002) states, "By 1997 the majority of US
colleges and universities were reporting averages ranging from 30 percent to 75
percent of students not completing Web-based courses" (p. 12). Since no national
statistics currently exist concerning online course retention, I looked at existing
informal studies and anecdotal reports and found most corroborated C arr’s claim
(see Appendix A).
Out of seven reports (Crabtree, 2000; Cutler, 2000; M. Keefe, personal
communication, January 31, 2002; T. Manning, personal corhmunication, January
31, 2002; Mesa Community College, 2001; Morrow et ah, 2001; Valdez, 2001)
gathered concerning course retention in online courses at community colleges
(Schreck, 2002), Washington state community colleges and technical schools
reported the highest retention rate of 71% for a single term (spring 2001) and the
highest rate averaged during a 3-year period representing spring terms 1999, 2000,
2001 at 68% (Valdez, 2001).
Despite a relatively high online course retention rate, Washington state
community colleges and teehnical schools remain 12% below their on-campus
retention rate o f 83% averaged over a three-year period. The average retention
rate for all community colleges in the research report was 58%, a dismal 16

9
percentage points below the average for community college on-campus courses
(74%).
O f four online course retention studies for 4-year colleges (Beatty-Guenter,
2001; Fox, 2000; Schreck, 2002; R. Schroeder, personal communication,
November 8, 2001), by far the best results come from the University of Illinois Springfield (UIS) and Marylhurst University (MU) in Portland, Oregon. Ray
Schroeder, Director of Technology-Enhanced Learning at UIS, forwarded the
results from his informal research via e-mail.
The informal report examined online retention rates from spring 1999
through summer 2001. Averaged over this 3-year period, U IS’ overall online
course retention rate is 90%, with an on-campus rate around 94%. M arylhurst’s
online course retention rate over a 5-year period is 91% with the on-campus rate
being in the mid 90% range (Schreck, 2002). Since no national studies of online
course retention rates currently exist, the details of most studies regarding online
course retention are somewhat sketchy; therefore, comparing studies is
problematic. How is a "drop" from a course defined? Are the courses graduate or
undergraduate? W hat are the characteristics of the student population?

The "Responsibilitv and Obligation" of
Retention
While economic stability is one reason to care about course retention and
student retention in general, Tinto (1993), a leading researcher in student retention,
stresses responsibility and obligation — values that exist in higher education to
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serve students. Tinto likens this sense of responsibility and obligation to other
human communities, stating, "The essential character of such communities lies not
in the formal structures and programs which they construct, but in the underlying
values which inspire their construction" (p. 205). Essentially, courses and/or
programs based on some values or guiding principles are more likely to retain
students. Thus, retention is not the primary issue but rather, the educational
experience itself.
M arylhurst University defies current statistics pertaining to deficiencies in
online course retention and how these deficiencies can be detrimental to both the
economic outlook and ethical considerations suggested by Tinto (1993). With an
on-campus course retention rate of 95% and an online course retention rate of 91%
(87% undergraduate and 95% graduate), MU shows the highest retention rates for
online courses cited in this research proposal. Perhaps even more significant, MU
students complete online courses at a rate that is very close to their on-campus
courses. Therefore, MU represents a good example for further study and such a
study may yield results helpful to struggling online courses, programs and/or
distance learning departments.
In addition, M U ’s accomplishments concerning online course retention
occurred over a 5-year period of sustained growth. Not only did MU retain its
online students in courses, they did so at a high level of student satisfaction.'

'Course evaluation data were collected over a 1 year period.
responses were favorable.

Eighty-five percent o f the
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What is it about the university that has consistently produced relatively high, online
course retention rates, consistent with course retention on-campus? Can existing
retention theory and models (Astin, 1975, 1977, 1984; Bean, 1982; Bean &
Metzner, 1985; Tinto, 1975, 1993) shed some light on why students complete
online courses at MU? Are current retention models adequate for explaining
retention in an online environment or do we need to fashion a retention model
from researching online students exclusively?

Marylhurst University — Background and Selected
Results of Pilot Study

Recognized by U.S. News and World Report as one of the top 30
universities in the Western region of the United States (2001, 2002) and ranked a
"Best Value" (2003), MU is a small (approximately 1,000 students), private
university, 10 minutes south of Portland, Oregon. P. Wittenberg (personal
communication, October 31, 2003), Director of Marketing and University
Communications, states;
MU serves non-traditional students, many who attend school while
continuing to work. The University’s focus on flexible scheduling,
online course offerings, integrated coursework, credit for learning
gained through life experience and liberal transfer credit policy helps
students achieve their goals without skimping on academic quality.
The outcomes-based Liberal Arts Core requirements ensure that MU
graduates acquire skills needed to pursue the next step in their career
or education.
Founded in 1893, Marylhurst was initially a women’s college. In
1974, the school opened its doors to men, and in 1997 Marylhurst
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College became Marylhurst University. It offers bachelor’s,
m aster’s and professional certificate programs.

Marylhurst University Demographic and
Historical Information
Demographic information concerning M U ’s online courses certainly aligns
with the part of the stated mission to "...make irmovative post-secondary education
accessible to self-directed students of any age." As seen in Table 1, featuring five
age-groupings, the "traditional-aged" group ( < 25) represents only 14% of the
MU online learning community. The 25-34 age group represents the largest
grouping of WBL students with a significant number represented in the two age
groups that span from 35-54. The mean age is 32 with the majority of students
(68%) being women. In addition to serving its mission, MU recognizes the
current and future significance of online learning to the economic prosperity of the
university.

Table 1
Age Groups for WBL Students (N = 1032) SD 1.05
Age Group

Number in Group

Percentage

< 25

142

14%

25 - 34

343

33%

35 - 44

272

27%

45 - 54

234

23%

55 +

33

2%
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N. Wilgenbusch (personal communication, October 8, 2002), Marylhurst
University President, made the comments "Although, WBL has a vital economic
impact now, starting online courses and programs was not a matter of economics
but a matter of serving our student population. In the spring of 1996, there was no
research that supported the economic benefits of offering online education."
Even today, there is no guarantee that institutions can make money in
online and/or distance learning. Carr (2001) states, "While distance-edueation
programs are not going under like their dot-com counterparts, administrators are
recognizing that the costs of expanding programs are — in some cases — greater
than had been anticipated" (1 8 ). Carr also references six studies on distance
learning, which conclude that universities are not really making or losing money
and that the fiscal outlook depends a great deal on how costs and revenues are
defined.

Enrollment Historv
Before online learning, M U’s enrollments sufficiently sustained the
university and at times, exceeded forecasts. Viewing online learning as the
panacea to declining enrollments inaccurately portrays the M U situation. Since its
inception, W BL’s growing enrollments meant that more and more on-eampus
students took online courses as an option for their edueation. Thus, it is true that
MU provides a service (online learning) to accommodate adult learners with busy
lives. But, while WBL enrollments increased over the past 5 years, on-campus
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enrollments decreased. Essentially, most of the WBL students originate from the
existing pool of on-campus students.
Marylhurst University, just like many other institutions, used online
learning as a way to better meet the needs of its on-campus, adult learner
population. Thus, MU did not see the significance of "virtually" expanding the
physical boundaries of the college, attracting the global market that is possible
using online learning. A historical picture of online and on-campus enrollments
can be viewed in Tables 2 and 3.
During the summer of 2001, credits generated through WBL were as high
as 29% of the total credits generated at MU. With an ever-increasing amount of
PTE originating via M U ’s WBL/D, the demand for more and better online student
services, special "online student policies," and additional WBL/D employees
continues to permeate the MU community.
Table 3 highlights several significant accomplishments in MU - WBL
history between like-terms. Web-based Learning courses saw only one,
percentage-of-decline in either students or credits generated (spring 2001, -4% in
credits). An 838% increase highlights the largest single gain in student headcounts
from winter 1997 to winter 1998, and over the last 6 years, when comparing like
terms, the average percentage of increase is 20%. From fall 1996 to fall 1997,
WBL showed its biggest increase in credits generated at 519%; and over the last 6
years, when comparing like terms, the average percentage of increase in credits is
15%. Over the past 6 years, M U ’s WBL growth is evident.
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Table 2
Unduplicated Headcounts and Duplicate Credits for WBL and
On-campus Students at MU: A Term Analysis
W BL Students/
% o f M U Total

W BL Credits/
% o f M U Total

MU Total
Students

M U Total
Credits

84

Fall 96
Fall 97

111 / 8%

520

/ 6%

1417

9327

Fall 98

142 / 11%

795

1 9%

1272

8579

Fall 99

190 / 14%

935

/

1350

7

Fall 00

295 / 29%

1641 / 21%

1028

7754

Winter 97

13

91

7

7

Winter 98

122 / 11%

517

/ 6%

1108

8889

Winter 99

177 / 17%

946

/I I %

1062

8579

Winter 00

252 / 25%

1427 / 17%

1013

8176

Winter 01

301 / 32%

1589 / 22%

934

7171

Spring 96

?

100

7

7

Spring 97

26

/

136

7

7

Spring 98

127 7 11%

692

/ 9%

1172

8100

Spring 99

183 / 16%

997

/ 12%

1132

8243

Spring 00

263 / 26%

1567 / 20%

1021

7595

Spring 01

288 / 31%

1511 / 22%

943

6813

Summer 96

?

73

7

7

Summer 97

52 /

204

7

7

Summer 98

109 / 12%

502 / 11%

879

4525

Summer 99

130 / 17%

542 / 13%

751

4129

Summer 00

157 / 24%

762 / 19%

664

3916

Summer 01

208 / 34%

957 / 29%

605

3322
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Table 3
Unduplicated Headcounts and Duplicate Credits for WBL - Percentages
of Increase Over a Six-Year Period by Term
W BL Students

% W BL Student
Increase

WBL Credits

% o f WBL
Credit Increase

84

Fall 96

520

+ 519%

+ 28%

795

+ 53%

190

+ 34%

935

+ 17%

Fall 00

295

+ 55%

1641

+ 76%

Winter 97

13

Winter 98

122

+ 838%

517

+ 468%

Winter 99

177

+ 45%

946

+ 83%

Winter GO

252

+42%

1427

+ 51%

Winter 01

301

+ 19%

1589

+ 11%

Spring 96

?

100

Spring 97

26

136

Spring 98

127

+ 388%

692

+ 36%

Spring 99

183

+ 44%

997

+ 409%

Spring 00

263

+ 44%

1567

+44%

Spring 01

288

+ 10%

1511

-4%

Summer 96

7

73

Summer 97

52

204

+ 179%

Summer 98

109

+ 110%

502

+ 146%

Summer 99

130

+ 19%

542

+ 8%

Summer 00

157

+ 21%

762

+41%

Summer 01

208

+ 32%

957

+ 26%

Fall 97

111

Fall 98

142

Fall 99

91
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A Final Note Concerning MU Online
Retention
Besides the noticeable difference between graduate (95%) and
undergraduate (87%) students, Schreck (2002) found no significant difference
between other groupings of online students at MU. For example, out-of-state
students who never come to the MU campus retain at the same level as students
who take a combination of on-campus and online courses. To continue, age
differences seem to have nothing to do with online course retention at MU for
18-25 year-old students retain at similar percentage levels as students in the 45-54
year-old range. Finally, online course retention rates are similar for all academic
departments offering online education.

Statement of the Problem

Concerning "the problem," Creswell (1998) states, "it might be clearer if
we call it the need for the study" (p. 94). As highlighted and explained in chapter
3, "Review of Relevant Discourses," the need in this study becomes evident when
examining existing retention models that clearly do not address online learners
and/or online course retention. This in turn creates a problem for administrators
looking to the literature in an effort to improve their online course retention.
Through a grounded theory approach, taking a look at the MU phenomenon may
provide the necessary information to create such a model — a model for online
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course retention. Thus the problem becomes, "Can a model for online course
retention be fashioned by further investigation into the MU phenomenon?"

Significance
The findings from my initial study (Schreck, 2002) generated considerable
interest among selected distance learning/student retention communities. A posting
concerning online student retention to the "Student Retention Listserv," which is
administered by the Journal o f College Student Retention, resulted in immediate
response from more than 20 distance learning/retention professionals. WebCT
quickly approved my proposal for a paper presentation concerning the preliminary
research conducted at MU (Shreck, 2002). Other professionals conducting similar
research quickly shared their results with me and wanted as much information from
me to help explain M U ’s online course retention rates. The question I am most
asked is, "How can we [a particular institution] improve our retention rates?"
Although interest in a topic is welcome, it does not make it particularly
significant in the eyes of the research community. Therefore, in this study, I
believe the literature review that accompanies this proposal provides strong support
for the need and significance of this study. Existing theoretical models of retention
— models developed during a time when online learning did not even exist and
formulated in the context of on-campus, student populations — have limited
applicability to online learning environments. New models need to be developed
for the distance learning community.
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Limitations
Perhaps the first study of its kind, this study foeuses on a specific
phenomenon (MLF online course retention); thus, the overall scope is narrow.
People often suggest, "Why not compare the results to other institutions?" The
purpose of this study is not to compare the results of the phenomenon to other
institutions. The purpose of this study was to discover what was happening at MU
and consider the results to generate a new theoretical perspective for online course
retention. Because this study used a grounded theory approach with a narrow
focus, generalizing the results to all online courses and/or programs is not realistic.
As currently proposed, the "Methods" section may not address the
significance of what actually occurs in an online course. Meaning, the Subjects’
interactions will not be tracked with an objectively created checklist — examining
each class in quantitative fashion looking for the number of posts to the bulletin
board per week by the Subjects or recording how many times they check-in. At
this time, I do not see the relevance of doing such a thing unless identified in the
data. Regardless, it is a limitation.

Purpose of the Study

The study explicates the reasons why MU online students complete courses
at current rates and develops this understanding into an online student retention
model. When generating a new model, the importance of comparing and
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integrating my interpretations with other relevant topics (e.g., learning theory,
adult development, teaching methodologies, best practices) to see if relationships
exist was vital. I used a "grounded theory" approach, Creswell (2002) describes
as, "...a systematic, qualitative procedure used to generate a theory that explains,
at a broad conceptual level, a process, an action, or interaction about a substantive
topic" (p. 439).
Glaser, as cited in Charmaz (2000), "...argues that the purpose of grounded
theory methods is to generate theory, not to verify it" (p. 513). Therefore,
generating theory was the primary outcome of this study; however, I included a
validation process as outlined in the "Methods" section, and reported in "Research
Findings." At this stage in developing the research, I defined online course
retention as "students completing courses offered via the Internet." Other
important definitions follow.

Definitions
Student retention: Most often associated with a college’s ability to keep
students enrolled in their institution over consecutive years and graduate students
with undergraduate/graduate degrees.
Course retention: Refers to students completing online courses.
Program retention: Associating retention to a student’s enrollment in a
particular educational program or major.
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Student attrition: The leaving of a college, program or course prior to
completion.
Dropping a course: A drop usually occurs within an established time
period (drop date) at the beginning of each term or semester. If a student drops a
course, they will usually get all or a percentage of their money back and the course
will not appear on a transcript.
Withdrawal from a course: A withdrawal is when a student drops a course
after the drop date. The result usually is a loss of most or all of the student’s
tuition and a "W" on a transcript. The "W" does not affect the student’s grade
point average (GPA).
D ropout: A student chooses to leave an educational institution permanently.
Stop out: A student temporarily leaves an educational institution.

Research Questions

The research process was guided by a central research question and
subsequent, related questions. These questions provided a dynamic platform for
further inquiry and according to Creswell (1998), "...will change several times
during data collection and analysis" (p. 179). However, I found this to be untrue,
and in actuality, the questions were like a roadmap throughout the entire research
process.
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Central Question
After studying successful online learners at M U, what theory emerged from
the raw data to help explain M U ’s current success with online course retention?

Related Questions
1. What were the predominant categories that were pulled from the raw
data and how do they connect to current literature concerning online retention?
2. How did the properties (main attributes) of each category relate and/or
interconnect and how did these relationships lead to the development of a core
category?
3. After each category’s properties were dimensionalized on a continuum,
how was the theoretical model built and did it lead to discursive theoretical
propositions about online course retention.
4. Whether a model is constructed or not, can anything be discovered in
the raw data to inform the distance learning community about "best practices" for
online course retention?
5. What is next for further development and research into this model for
online course retention?

Chapter I Summary

The introduction attempted to provide insight into the question "Why should
we care about retention in the first place?" What is the "need" to care about
retention? A summary of the rationale for the study follows:
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1. Economically, it makes sense to care about retention. Institutions are
dependent upon student tuition dollars.
2. More and more students use online learning as a viable option for their
higher education experience.
3. A greater number of higher education institutions use online learning as
a delivery method for courses; thus, competition in the online learning environment
becomes an important factor.
4. We need to care about retention because based on the research gathered
for this study, we are not doing a good job at retaining online students at the
course level.
5. Finally, the background to the problem ends with the important
assumption that institutions have a responsibility to do a good job at retention.
Based on steps 1-5, MU provides an example of a school that is doing a
good job at online course retention and is worthy of a closer look.
The final step in this process of identifying the problem is the careful
examination of existing student retention models. As Creswell (1994) states.
For a grounded theory study, the theory takes center stage, and 1
would expect to learn how we need to modify an existing theory
because it ill suits a population or issue or how we need to generate
a theory because no existing theoretical perspective fits a particular
issue, (p. 95)

CHAPTER II

REVIEW OE RELEVANT DISCOURSES

Purpose of this Literature Review

In quantitative research, a literature review provides direction for the study
and guides the development of research questions and hypotheses. According to
Creswell (1994), "In qualitative research the literature should be used in a manner
consistent with the methodological assumptions; namely, it should be used
inductively so that it does not direct the questions asked by the researcher" (p. 21).
As May (1986) states, the literature review in a grounded theory study,
"neither provides key concepts nor suggests hypotheses as it does in hypotheticodeductive research" (p. 149). To sum-up the use of literature in a grounded theory
study Creswell (1998) adds, "Instead, this literature review shows gaps or bias in
existing knowledge, thus providing a rationale for a grounded theory study" (p.
179).
While the purpose of the literature review may now be clear, there is some
dissension on placement of the literature in research reports. Creswell (1994,
1998), Cooper (1984) and Strauss and Corbin, (1998) suggest various placements
of literature, starting with framing the "problem" in the "Introduction," to the
more traditional "literature review chapter" using an integrative approach that
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summarizes past studies and finally, the use of literature at the end of the study to
compare and contrast with the findings of the study. For a grounded theory study,
Creswell (1994) recommends the literature at the end "because it uses the literature
inductively" (p. 22).
For purposes of this study, I did not adhere to one particular location. I
used Cooper’s (1984) "integrative summary" approach to cover various studies in
the "Introduction." This helped give some urgency to the importance of online
course retention and the fact that many institutions are finding it hard to keep their
online students. This chapter uses a theoretical approach to highlight retention
theory/models with hopes of convincing readers of their inadequacy toward online
learners and presents possibilities for a new theoretical model for online students.
Chapter 4, "Research Findings," uses the literature to compare and contrast with
the research findings. "Literature support" was one of the factors I used when
analyzing the importance of emerging findings.
As stated previously, the retention literature and theoretical models of Tinto
(1975, 1993), Bean (1982), Bean and Metzner (1985), and Astin (1975, 1984,
1993) provide context to student retention in general and form the foundation from
which to examine other relevant discourses. In this case, "other relevant
discourses" refers to any literature that pertains directly to the findings of this
study and thus, appears later in chapter 4. Examining the significance of these
major theoretical models and their significance to M U ’s online course retention
rate is essential for further study. Do we need a new model to examine online
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student retention? Are there crucial gaps in these existing models that cannot
explain certain phenomena in M U’s distance learning program? This literature
provides an excellent starting point for answering these questions and pondering
the significance of recent studies concerning online course retention.

Student Retention Models

Previous retention models focus on attainment of a college degree
(retention), or making sure students do not leave college (attrition). The
theoretical models covered in this chapter were not intentionally developed to
account for course-specific-retention. If models exist explaining course-specificretention, I was unable to locate any for this study. Due to the lack of theoretical
support for course-specific-retention, the institutional retention literature was the
next logical step for inquiry.
Why do students dropout of a college course, program or institution? As an
initial reaction, some might attribute this to academic failure — academic failure
that was caused by external or institutional factors. While these external and
institutional factors are critical with regards to retention, Kalsner (1991) states
"only 15% actually drop out because of dismissal from the institution and...most of
the students who remain in college have lower grade point averages then the
students who drop out" (p. x). The issue of college student retention, whether it is
course, program or institutional, is complex and has been the subject of vast
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amounts of research. Three theorists and researchers provide models for
explaining student retention: Tinto, Bean and Astin.

Tinto: Student Integration Model
Tinto’s (1975) student integration model forms the basis for modern views
of student retention. Originally developed in 1975, Tinto revisited the student
retention literature and re-articulated his model into the "student retention model of
institutional departure" in 1993. The model hypothesizes "persistence is a function
of the match between an individual’s motivation and academic ability and the
institution’s academic and social characteristics" (Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, &
Hengstler, 1992, p. 145). Tinto believes the greater the level of "match" between
the individual and the institution, the greater the chances for persistence within that
particular institution. In addition, Tinto (1993) offers three principles that underlie
effective retention programs:
1. Effective retention programs demonstrate a commitment to the welfare
o f students above other institutional goals.
2. Effective retention programs exhibit a commitment to the education of
all students.
3. Effective retention programs show a commitment to the formation of
supportive social and educational communities that strive to integrate all students as
full members into such communities.
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Tinto’s model places a great emphasis on the power of institutions to
influence a student’s chances for persistence. For example, the academic and
social background (family, high school academic performance, etc.) helps to
formulate a set of goals and commitments in each student’s mind. In turn, students
bring these goals and commitments with them to higher education institutions.
Although the level of goals and commitments are different in each student and are
greatly influenced by background, when mixed with the academic and social
settings at their respective colleges, the restructuring of goals and commitments
commonly occurs.
As seen in Figure 1, Tinto’s model has two major tracks of institutional
integration: academic and social. Students carry goals and commitments into the
academic realm where academic performance (formal) and/or faculty/staff
interactions (informal), either positively or negatively influence them. Both formal
and informal interactions set the level of academic integration into the institution.
In the social realm, extracurricular activities (formal) and peer group interactions
(informal) form the two major systems of influence. These formal and informal
social interactions shape the level of social integration into the institution. At this
point, a student is able to construct new goals and commitments and thus, a new
paradigm for either persistence or departure.
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Figure 1. Tinto’s model of student departure. Source: Tinto (1993).

With respect to Tinto’s model, students with excellent high school GPAs,
high test scores and supportive families probably visualize what their goals and/or
commitments will be in the college environment. Under these circumstances, the
achievement of goals and commitments is at a high level. However, imagine in
the freshman year, a student’s academic performance is substandard and they are
placed on probation. When examining the student’s social interactions, it becomes
evident that the student’s peer group is also in the same boat academically. In a
sense, the student’s level o f social integration with peers has not reinforced positive

academic integration. Therefore, when the student reassesses goals and
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commitments, either they formulate a plan for steady improvement or they may
consider departing from college or dropping out all together.
This example brings to light the possible importance of factors external to
the college. Tinto’s analysis of existing research and subsequent theory of student
departure centered on the "traditional college student." Essentially, the traditional
college students were in the 18-25 year age group and attended a residential
college. Few if any of these college students had the pressures of holding down a
professional career, raising kids and worrying about financial stability. Although
socialization in peer groups could be considered something "external" acting on a
student, it is more often considered an "environmental" factor. External factors
are outside the institution. Since most retention researchers focused on traditional
aged students, consideration for the external pressures of today’s adult students did
not occur.
Regardless of this limitation, Tinto’s model remains significant and
influential. Braxton and Sullivan (1997) reconfigured Tinto’s model into 15
testable propositions. The main research question being, "What is the magnitude
of empirical support, in the aggregate, for each of the 15 testable propositions
derived from Tinto’s Theory?" (Braxton & Sullivan, 1997, p. 109). Partial
support for four propositions was discovered through research and is clearly stated
in Braxton (1999):
1.
institution;

student entry characteristics affect the level of initial commitment to the
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2. the initial level of commitment to the institution affects subsequent
commitment to the institution;
3. the greater the degree of social integration, the greater the degree of
subsequent commitment to the institution; and
4. the greater the degree of subsequent institutional commitment, the
greater the likelihood of student persistence in college (p. 95).
Braxton (1999) also stated that, "Although these four propositions possess
logical internal consistency, social integration remains unaccounted for by these
propositions" (p. 94). Exactly what elements of the social system of colleges are
participating and aiding social integration? Tinto (1975) states that "...informal
group associates, extracurricular activities and interactions with faculty and
administrators are mechanisms of social integration" (p. 107). However, the
research does not demonstrate the extent to which these factors influence
persistence.
Ashar and Skenes (1993) showed that outside the realm of traditional
students, Tinto’s model has less applicability. Their study tested Tinto’s
propositions with adult students — all management majors who returned to school
for work-related reasons.

"Overall, the results of this study only partially support

Tinto’s claims. While the social integration has a significant and positive effect on
retention, the academic integration as well as the career integration do not have
such an effect" (Ashar & Skenes, 1993, p. 98).
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The study also found that when working with adult students, there is a
correlation between the class-size and retention. In this particular study the mean
class size was 15, which is comparable to the mean class-size of MU online
courses. Considering the testable propositions in Tinto’s model and adult students,
"The data suggest that what keeps adult learners in educational programs is the
social environment" (Ashar & Skenes, 1993, p. 90). Can this "social
environment" be recreated in online courses? If so, to what extent and how is it
different than on-campus social interaction?
Let us explore the description of what an online course looks like with
respect to Tinto’s model. First, there is evidence of new, online students
undergoing some type o f assessment of skills and abilities as they relate to
technology and learning. Essentially, MU inquires if the new student has any
previous online experiences and/or courses with another institution. Perhaps,
someone asks the student, "Is a computer used in the home and to what extent?
What is the general level of competency of other users in the household?" The
WBL/D would use this information to custom design an orientation package that
would outline the student’s use of online courses to fulfill other commitments,
goals and intentions within MU.
In addition, the central core themes of Tinto’s model are academic and
social integration. When developing his model, Tinto’s parameters for describing
academic and social integration did not include online or virtual environments.
Therefore, it is difficult to compare his definitions to what they may look like in an
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online environment. Part of this study had to do with examining student
experiences in online environments for how such experiences relate to academic
and social integration processes.
For instance, I have overheard MU instructors describe their time
commitment to an online learning course as being three times that of an on-campus
course. As one instructor recently stated, "most of that time is spent
communicating with individual students in an effort to help them better understand
course material." Therefore, several MU online instructors have concluded: "I
get to know the students both personally and academically way more than in a
face-to-face situation."

Bean: Student Attrition Model
The Bean (1982) model considers the environmental factors that constantly
affect students including family pressure, instructor difficulties, and a disagreement
with an administrator over a college policy. Identifying the exact environmental
factor is not as important as identifying the attitudes the enviromnental factor elicits
in a student. Bean’s model demonstrates a more "people are products of their
environment" example of retention.

"In this context, the student attrition model

presumes that behavioral intentions are shaped by a process whereby beliefs shape
attitudes and, attitudes, in turn, shape behavioral intents" (Cabrera et al., 1992,
p. 145).
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In a 1992 report published in the Journal o f Higher Education, Cabrera et
al., tested Bean’s model for predictive validity and found "...only six of fifteen
structural paths hypothesized in the Student Attrition Model were found to be
statistically significant" (p. 152). These six factors were parental approval of
institutional choice, finance attitudes (satisfaction with financial support),
opportunity to transfer, institutional fit and quality, secure future employment, and
friends’ rating of institutional quality.
In 1985, Bean and Metzner decided to expand research on student retention
to include, "non-traditional" students and created the nontraditional student attrition
model as seen in Figure 2. They did this for two reasons: (a) Prior models,
including Tinto’s, used only traditional-aged students and, (b) A growing
population of "adult" or "non-traditional" students entered higher education. Bean
and Metzner (1985) define "non-traditional" as follows:
A non-traditional student is older than 24, or does not live in a
campus residence (i.e., is a commuter), or is a part-time student, or
some combination of these three factors; is not greatly influenced by
the social environment of the institution; and is chiefly concerned
with the institution’s academic offerings (especially courses,
certification and degrees), (p. 489)
With the inclusion of external factors and the emphasis on non-traditional
students. Bean and M etzner’s theory appears to make more sense when considering
the non-traditional majority that depicts M U ’s online learners.
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Figure 2 . Bean and M etzner’s model of nontraditional student retention.

Essentially, Bean and Metzner (1985) do not place the emphasis on an
institution’s social structure and the subsequent socialization associated with
traditional students in Tinto’s model because they are firmly entrenched within
adult lives outside the institution. Bean and Metzner believe "the nontraditional
student does not greatly change his/her social enviromnent" (p. 489). Not easily
influenced or swayed by social groups and social pressures, an adult student’s
worry comes more from the external factors of a busy life.
Bean and M etzner’s view of adult socialization sits in direct contrast with
the findings from Ashar and Skenes (1993) discussed earlier. In their research
report, Ashar and Skenes found that socialization correlates the highest with
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retention. With conflicting information, I find it interesting to see how adult
learners in online courses rate socialization and their ability to complete courses.
Ashar and Skenes did not examine external, environmental variables, which Bean
and Metzner found vital in the retention of adults.
The emphasis on external, environmental variables (e.g., finances, hours of
employment, outside encouragement, family responsibilities) fits well with adult
students. One might describe online learning as providing the type of learning that
accommodates for such common, outside interference. Marylhurst University
online courses give students the flexibility to come and go as they please, and
allow long periods for posting assignments. One MU student recently stated:
Online learning is perfect for me because I can spend time with my
family, read to my kids, put them to bed and then go check into my
course. Sometimes, I may spend an hour. Other times, I may be in
for up to three hours. Going to an on-campus course is such a setregime — even if there’s not much to cover, you still go and sit
there. Online, you can pick and choose your battles. All time spent
seems relevant with little waste.
In a sense, online students create their own levels of academic and social
participation in a course and do so on their own terms.

Alexander Astin: Student Involvement
Theory
Astin (1975, 1977, 1993), a prolific voice in the study of student retention
as well as various other topics, provides an in-depth look at student retention in
Preventing Students From Dropping Out and Four Critical Years. Four Critical

37
Years used large pools of existing longitudinal data to discover three major areas of
involvement as key factors in retention.
1. Academic involvement — "The extent to which students work hard at
their studies, the number of hours they spend studying, the degree of interest in
their courses, good study habits..." (Astin, 1984, p. 303).
2. Involvement with faculty — Refers to the amount of time students spend
with faculty both inside and outside of class. Astin (1984) believes that students
who interact often with faculty members express greater satisfaction with the
overall college experience (p. 304).
3. Involvement with student peers — Refers to the amount of time spent
interacting with other students. This is most often shown through the benefits of
living in a residence hall, which Astin (1984) cites as the "...m ost important and
pervasive of all environmental factors" (p. 302).
While Tinto (1975, 1993), Bean (1982), and Bean and Metzner (1985)
focused on how well students integrate both academically and socially, Astin
examined the extent to which the level of a student’s involvement affects their
retention. Astin (1984) defines involvement as "...the amount of physical and
psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience" (p. 297);
thus an "...involved student is one who devotes considerable energy to academics,
spends much time on campus, participates actively in student organizations and
activities, and interacts often with faculty" (p. 297). Based on Astin’s (1975,
1977, 1993) findings, involvement is the essential factor in keeping students
enrolled.
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Astin’s student involvement theory differs from other models in this section
due to its focus on students’ learning experiences. While Tinto and Bean consider
"academic" integration, they fail to address specific qualities of the learning
experience and how those qualities translate into retaining students. Astin believes
that the more a student is involved in both the academic and social aspects of the
college experience — the richer their learning experiences and, therefore, the better
their academic performance. The focus on the quality of the learning experience is
not the only thing that distinguishes Astin’s model from those of Tinto and Bean.
Bean (1982) and Tinto (1975, 1993) encourage academic and social
integration but such integration is not necessarily an active process for the student.
Bean and Tinto view integration not as a way to "get involved," or insist that
students seek out ways to become integrated both academically and socially.
Rather, integration occurs rather covertly within the academic and social structures
of the institution. One might observe this covert integration in a college mentoring
program, faculty-advising sessions, and social programs available in the residence
halls, etc. However, integration does not imply that "more is better." Astin’s
research does imply that integration is an active process that is marked by
"joining" and "participating." By doing so, the learning experience is improved
and thus, students retain their status in the institution.
For Astin’s student involvement theory to apply to online learning,
recognizable characteristics of involvement as defined by Astin must be present.
In online learning, expending physical energy relates to the time spent typing and
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preparing assignments. It certainly is not how Astin (1984) explains it in a
previous passage "spending much time on-campus, participating actively in student
organizations and activities" (p. 297).
Despite the unique nature of online learning, MU online courses produce
more involvement than one might think. If involvement levels are high, then one
assumes resulting high levels of student satisfaction, student development and
student learning. Astin (1984) states, "The theory assumes that student learning
and development will not be impressive if educators focus most of their attention
on course content, teaching techniques, laboratories, books, and other resources"
(p. 301), to the neglect of involvement.
Where might one observe such involvement in online courses? A first place
to look is the discussion board where the posting of messages takes place. Since
100% of this conversation is in writing, there is more time for an instructor to
gather a better sense of each respective student’s thought-structures and logic as
compared to a face-to-face course. Faculty may be putting their texts aside,
worrying less about "does the class get it" and focusing more on "does this
individual student understand." If not, there may be an intentional emphasis to
help individual students; thus, student involvement with faculty increases.
Astin (1984) also states that,
the most precious institutional resource may be student time.
According to the theory, the extent to which students can achieve
particular developmental goals is a direct function of the time and
effort they devote to activities designed to produce these gains.
(p. 301)
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If MU online students mention the importance of time as a major issue in
persistence through courses, this may suggest the relevance of Astin’s theory of
student involvement at MU. On campus, students have two to three hours per
week to construct an understanding of a particular topic. Online, there is a
possibility of spending much more time working with both the instructor and other
students in order to build a better understanding.

Chapter II Summary

While the models of Tinto (1975, 1993), Bean (1982), Bean and Metzner
(1985), and Astin (1975, 1977, 1993) present a theoretical basis for assessing
retention and retention-related issues, the models do not focus on course level
retention and more specifically on online course retention. All models except Bean
and Metzner (1985) focus on traditional-aged students in residential-collegesettings. Ashar and Skenes (1993) note the importance of two variables in Tinto’s
model (socialization and class-size) to adult learner retention. However, their
results reflect on-campus learning in a single, academic discipline (business
management).
Online students may not have access to many of the experiences outlined in
the retention models (e.g., peer group interactions, extracurricular activities,
instructor interactions, student organizations, student services) or they interact with
the institution in different and unique ways. For example, an online student might
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do all their academic advising using computer conferencing via a synchronous (at
the same time) chat tool.

CHAPTER III

METHODS

Charmaz (2000) states, "Grounded theory methods specify analytic
strategies, not data collection methods" (p. 514). After completing this chapter, 1
can now see why Charmaz made that statement. However, as a newcomer to
grounded theory research, 1 found it essential to frame the increasingly complex
and detailed analysis within the context of three, distinct, collection stages.
Therefore, following some initial discussion concerning the research context and
sampling, the three-stage process for collection and analysis is fully explained and
detailed. This chapter culminates with the validation plan for the Online Course
Retention Model (OCRM).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explicate the reasons why MU online
students completed courses at current rates and develop this understanding into an
online student retention model. The study used a "grounded theory" approach.
Creswell (2002) describes this approach as, "a systematic, qualitative procedure
used to generate a theory that explains, at a broad conceptual level, a process, an
action, or interaction about a substantive topic" (p. 439). Glaser, as cited in

43
Charmaz (2000), "argues that the purpose of grounded theory methods is to
generate theory, not to verify it" (p. 513).

Research Questions

Central Question
After studying successful online learners at MU, what theory emerged from
the raw data that helps to explain M U ’s current success with online course
retention?

Related Questions
The first three questions related to specific research stages in the collection
and analysis process. Chapter 5 addressed the remaining research questions.
Stage 1: What predominant categories emerged from the raw data, and
how did they connect to current literature concerning online retention?
Stage 2 : How did the properties (main attributes) of each category relate
and/or interconnect, and how did these relationships lead to the development of a
core category?
Stage 3 : After each category’s properties were dimensionalized on a
continuum, how were the theoretical model built and what, if any, theoretical
propositions about online course retention were made?
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Chapter 5 : W hether a model was constructed or not, what was discovered
in the raw data to inform the distance learning community about "best practices"
for online course retention?
Chapter 5 : What is next for further development and research into this
model for online course retention?

Theoretical Perspective

Using the Qualitative Paradigm
Marshall and Rossman (1999) state, "In short, the strengths of qualitative
studies should be demonstrated for research that is exploratory or descriptive and
that stresses the importance of context, setting, and the participants’ frames of
reference" (p. 58). While many people have speculated on how to retain online
students in light of rather dismal projections, no single peer-reviewed research
report could be identified that provides theoretical grounding. Thus, Marshall and
Rossman recommend such research be conducted "...on little-known phenomena or
innovative systems" (p. 57). Without further study, colleges will continue to
struggle with online course retention.

Guiding Theoretical Position
Hatch (2002) recommends that the research methodology match both the
researcher’s ontological and epistemological views. Ontology, meaning the nature
of reality, ranges from the positivist view — "Reality is out there to be studied,
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captured, and understood" (p. 13) to the poststructuralist view — "Order is
created within individual minds to ascribe meaning to a meaningless universe"
(p. 13). Epistemology, meaning the relationship of the researcher to that being
researched, ranges again from the positivist view — "Knower is distinct from the
known" (p. 13) to the poststructuralist view — "Researchers examine the world
through textual representations of it" (p. 13). These extreme views and all the
other theoretical paradigms in between (e.g., postpositivist, constructivist, critical
theory/feminism) dictate the specific qualitative approach, which theoretically
guides a study.
Ontologically (re: the nature of reality), 1 found myself steering away from
the constructivist stance. Constructivists believe "...absolute realities are
unknowable, and the objects of inquiry are individual perspectives or constructions
of reality" (Hatch, 2002, p. 15). In this study, 1 wanted to capture some
semblance of the reality that online students experience at MU and make it
available to a larger audience.
In order to accomplish this task, I interpreted meaning from written text and
built connections to create a larger theoretical picture. Is it possible for research
subjects to recreate their "reality" when answering questions about online courses?
Is it possible for me to accurately capture their reality and build a cohesive
picture? Subjects’ comments are not the actual experiences but accounts of the
aetual experiences. My analysis is also a reconstruction of mounds of data or
"accounts." 1 felt this was possible but only to a certain extent — in a sense, I
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believe that reality exists but "...it is never fully apprehended, only approximated"
(Hatch, 2002, p. 13).
Epistemological assumptions are based on what can be known and/or the
relationship of knower and known. My relationship with the "known" in this study
was one of "data collection instrument." The reality I reported is only my
"approximation" of what occurred. This may sound constructivist; however, in
constructivist epistemology, the "Researcher and participant co-construct
understandings" (Hatch, 2002, p. 13). My plan was to approximate a model based
on my interpretations of the Subjects’ realities. Therefore, ontologically and
epistemologically, my stance pointed me squarely in the postpositivist direction.
According to Charmaz (2000), postpositivists assume an objective, external
reality and differ from positivists in that they give their research subjects a voice
— a voice that is used to promote accuracy, validity and reliability. Hatch (2002)
describes postpositivist methodology as "rigorously defined" and the "products" as
grounded theory. While the views of constructivist and poststructuralist research
do little to address validity, reliability and generalization, the postpositivist
perspective recommends addressing all of these in the Methods section.

Guiding Collection/Analvsis Model
Emerging theoretical perspectives such as critical theory, feminism and
postmodernism all point the grounded theory researcher in different directions
when considering collection and analysis of data. Indeed the observation of
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grounded theory in many different forms is common and debate concerning what
truly is and is not grounded theory is somewhat contentious (Babchuk, 1996;
Charmaz, 2000; Haig, 1995; Hueser, 1999; Kinach, 1995). The theoretical
perspective of postpositivism as outlined previously fits well with the rigorously
defined research methods of Strauss and Corbin (1998) who recommend three
coding stages (open, axial, selective) and a validation process. Therefore, Strauss
and Corbin’s techniques for conducting grounded theory research served as a
template for collection and analysis in the research process. If deviation and/or
modification occurred, these changes have been explained within the various
collection stages.

Research Context
This section provides the reader with the necessary information concerning
online courses or the "setting" of the study. What do online courses at MU look
like? How are they run? Are there any specific policies for online courses or
course development? What is the level of faculty involvement in the course
development stage? What grade-level and academic departments are recognized?
At MU, online courses are developed and delivered using a software
package called "WebCT." WebCT stands for "Web Course Tools." WebCT is
merely a collection of tools (e.g., content display, discussion board, private mail,
chat, whiteboard), which, when used properly, create opportunities for teaching
and learning. WebCT cannot make a bad teacher a good teacher and it does
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nothing to promote best practices^ in online pedagogy. WebCT is simply the
vehicle used by MU to deliver online courses.
Creating new courses in WebCT is usually an involved process but reusing
existing courses is fairly easy. At the end of each term, the WebCT administrator
saves all online courses (minus the students’ information and recorded
interactions). This saving of the course-content, files, PowerPoint presentations,
quizzes, syllabi, etc., makes recalling the course for later use easy. When an
existing course runs, making only minor changes is customary. Even if the faculty
member is new to online teaching, the existing course is inherited, making the
course development process much easier.
Developing new courses is more involved and time consuming than reusing
an existing online course and usually requires the effort of many individuals. This
process typically begins with some WebCT training followed by a one-on-one
meeting with the instructional designer. The instructional designer’s job is to
evaluate the instructor’s on-campus course materials and process to determine how
to translate that experience into the online environment.
The first step toward getting this done is clearly articulating the differences
between on-campus instruction and online instruction. The primary difference is
that "materials heavy" courses focusing on PowerPoint presentations, multimedia
resources, lectures, guest-speakers, and handouts are difficult to translate. At MU,

^ A best practice refers to Chickering and Ehrmann’s (1997) reconfiguration o f Chickering and
Gam son’s (1991) original "best practices."
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there are both instructor-centered courses where instructors view themselves as the
primary disseminators of knowledge, and student-centered classes where students
have a responsibility for the direction and outcomes of the course. Online courses
are usually low on materials, and focus more on the "Suhject" of the course.
Weekly and/or daily conversations develop on the discussion board and center
around topics. Topic or subject development is usually what drives MU online
education.
Graduate business courses dominate the online course offerings at MU, and
the retention rate for these courses is 95% (Schreck, 2002). M U ’s online
undergraduate, degree completion program (a cohort) generates a large percentage
of online credits because students take 9 credits per term. Other undergraduate
programs with sizeable enrollments include Communications, Human Sciences,
Undergraduate Business, Interdisciplinary Studies and Cultural and Historical
Studies. Most of our online instructors continue to teach at MU; consequently, we
have to train very few new instructors each term.
Finally, class-size varies greatly; however, it is rare to see an online course
(excluding graduate business courses) with more than 15 students. Most online
courses have between 8 and 15 students. In a class with 20-1- students, dividing it
into two smaller sections is common. Small class size is not an exclusive
characteristic of online education at MU but rather, a value that has been consistent
in on-campus education at MU for years. As previously stated, Ashar and Skenes
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(1993) found that class size was right behind social interaction as the most
important factor in Tinto’s (1975, 1993) model for student retention.

Sample

Grounded theory studies employ "theoretical sampling" as a way to
represent the phenomenon being examined. According to Charmaz (2000),
theoretical sampling is less about a product (e.g., 13 Subjects) and more about a
process.
As we grounded theorists refine our categories and develop them as
theoretical constructs, we likely find gaps in our data and holes in
our theories. Then we go back to the field and collect delimited
data to fill those conceptual gaps and holes — we conduct theoretical
sampling. At this point, we choose to sample specific issues only;
we look for precise information to shed light on the emerging
theory, (p. 519)
Defined by Creswell (2002), theoretical sampling "...is intentional and
focused on the generation of a theory" (p. 449). Therefore, this study
systematically extracted data in a purposeful manner aimed at online students who
were successful at completing online courses.
To be labeled as a "successful completer," the Subjects had at least a 90%
course completion rate for a minimum of two online courses. For example, if a
student had taken two online courses, both courses must be completed (i.e., 2
courses = 100%; 1 course = only 50%). If 10 online classes had been taken,
nine must have been completed and so on. 90% is consistent with M U ’s online
course completion rate, and is, therefore, representative of the particular
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phenomenon being examined. A minimum of two courses allows the Subjects to
acquire a better understanding of the online environment here at MU. Due to the
exploratory nature of this study and the total online students at MU (200-300/term)
the sample size was 14 students. Since the study outcome attempted to articulate a
clearer understanding of the MU situation, it was the only institution involved in
the study.
Also of note, Hatch (2002) states, "Qualitative researchers argue that no
direct relationship exists between the number of participants and the quality of a
study..." (p. 48). The sample will be used until "...emerging findings feel
saturated; that is, you begin to see or hear the same things over and over again,
and no new information surfaces as you collect more data" (Merriam & Associates,
2002, p. 7). Charmaz (2000) corroborates this method by stating, "Thus the aim
of this sampling (theoretical sampling) is to refine ideas, not to increase the size of
the original sample" (p. 519).
For purposes of this study, undergraduate students who were not part of
M U ’s Online Degree Completion program (GDC) formed the sample pool. The
GDC program uses a cohort model; cohort models suggest specially designed
learning communities that may or may not resemble non-cohort programs. Since
most of the existing retention literature concerned the on-campus student and the
services and educational experiences of college campuses, such cohort models may
introduce some unwelcome, extraneous variables into the study.
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When presenting selected results from the Schreck (2002) study, the
introductory section "A fin a l note concerning M U online retention" notes that
"successful completers" can be seen in all demographic groupings of online
students. Table 4 is a sampling (spring 1996 - fall 2000) of some demographic
groupings and related course retention rates. In the table, "Combination" refers to
students who have taken a combination of on-campus and online course with MU.
"Exclusively Online" refers to students who have never taken an on-campus course
with MU - all enrollments have been online (usually out-of-state) students.

Table 4
Online Course Retention Representing Various
Demographic Groups
Demographic Group

Course Retention Rates
Combination

E xclusively Online

A ge Group < 25

88.5%

87.1%

A ge Group 25-34

89.7%

87.2%

A ge Group 35-44

92.2%

92.2%

A ge Group 45-54

91.6%

89.7%

A ge Group 55 -t-

74.1%

64.1%

A ll online enrollments

90.6%

88.7%

Undergraduate online enrollments

87.7%

86.6%

Graduate online enrollments

95.0%

93.5%

M ale online enrollments

90%

91%

Therefore with respect to the original findings in Schreck (2002), the
sample was a diverse group representing: exclusively online (e.g., no on-campus
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courses ever), combinations of on-campus and online courses, various age groups,
gender, academic majors, undeclared majors, etc.
• Students cannot be members of the Online Degree Completion Program
(Cohort Model).
• Subjects must show a track record of "successful completion" of online
courses. This means completing at least 90% of their online courses
with a two-course minimum.
• Subjects must be undergraduate students but not enrolled in the GDC.

Subject Characteristics
Demographic data were collected via a website/database application and are
summarized in the next section. The data were used to help analyze the sample
group in relation to the outlined "Sample Plan." Table 5 reflects the proposed
sample outcome for this study.

Table 5
Sampling Plan of 12-15 Subjects
AGE GROUPS
Male

Female

Exclusively

Combination

< 25

25-34

35-44

45-54

50%

50%

33%

66%

10%

40%

40%

10%

Due to the difficulty in attracting Subjects and more importantly. Subjects
who met the selection criteria, the true sample did not meet the proposed
expectations. Table 6 reflects the true sample for this study.

54
Table 6
True Study Sample (14 Subjects)
AGE GROUPS
Male

Female

Exclusively Online

Combination

< 25

25-34

35-44

45-54

21%
3

79%
11

14%
2

86%
12

7%
1

21%
3

50%
7

21%
3

In addition to the Sample Plan, the following statistics were gathered from
the demographic web application.
• 8 of 14 were in-state (57%);
• average age: 39.7 years;
• academic major:
Art - 1
Business -3
Communication - 3
English - 1
Interdisciplinary Studies - 4
Religious and Philosophical Studies - 1
Human Sciences - 1;
• 12 of 14 (86%) are currently enrolled at MU;
• majority of online courses taken in the academic area:
Interdisciplinary Studies - 4
Business - 3
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Communication - 4
Religious Studies - 1
Variety of departments - 2;
• number of online courses with MU;
2-3 courses (4 - 29%)
4-5 courses (7 - 50%)
6-10 courses (1 - 7%)
more than 10 (2 - 14%)
• completion rate of online courses with MU - 100% for all participants.

Recruitment
The recruitment process was consistent with the research methods, which
focused entirely on collecting data via a WebCT course shell. Instead of calling
students, a simple message and link were posted on Marylhurst University’s, Webbased Learning homepage (http://online.marylhurst.edu). The message read, "If
you are interested in participating in an online study concerning Marylhurst
University online course retention, please click here." The link brought them to a
document outlining the details of the study and the criteria for participation. If
interested, potential Subjects were asked to contact me directly via email. This
message had the potential of being viewed by several hundred online students at
MU.
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Responding students were directed to the research course (RC) and asked to
read the letter of consent. If they agreed to the letter of consent, they were asked
to contact me directly via email. Twenty-two Subjects responded through this
recruitment process and that number was decreased to 14 final participants after
review of the criteria (i.e., some misunderstood the criteria and were notified).
Following final approval. Subjects were asked to provide a limited amount of
demographic data.

Informed Consent
To coincide with the nature of this web-based study, informed consent was
gathered via the W orld Wide Web. Once Subjects were selected according to the
sampling criteria and plan, they were directed to the WebCT "research course" (a
course established solely for the purpose of gathering consent and conducting
research for this project). The research course (RC) contained the informed
consent letter and was available for Subjects to preview. The letter clearly stated
that if they "post a message" in the discussion board under the topic area "START
HERE," they agreed to the terms of consent and would participate in the study.
They were asked to print a copy of the letter, sign it and keep it for their personal
records.

Potential Risks and Safeguards
This study was neither a high-risk nor a potentially controversial research
project. The main concerns with risk involved the protection of confidentiality
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(which is explained in the section Records and Distribution) and the inherent
inconvenience related to the time spent working on a computer.
To protect student identity, an alias login name was used while working in
the WebCT research course. The only person with the alias identification was the
researcher and that information was stored in files inaccessible to anyone but the
researcher. Simply stated, I was the only person who worked on my computer;
thus, the discovery of alias information was highly unlikely.
Because I required a rather rigorous amount of computer time, the potential
for Subjects to be inconvenienced was high. Hopefully, the reciprocity was more
than enough to compensate for this inconvenience. However, due to the nature of
web-based, asynchronous research. Subjects had a great deal of flexibility when
contributing to the project. The Subjects logged-in any time, 24 hours a day, 7
days per week. If they experienced technical problems, the MU web-based support
team was available Monday through Friday, 8am-5pm. I was also available during
those times and on the weekends.

Potential Benefits
Participants were given a $15 gift certificate to the M U bookstore.
Hopefully, this compensated for any inconvenience associated with the time
requirement for this study. Besides compensation, the direct benefits cannot easily
be known. From the final comments concerning the research process, it was
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evident that some Subjects benefitted from the inherent self-introspection involved
in this study. Several others echoed Subject 12’s comments;
The benefits I have received from participating in this study are
reflection and clarification of my own online experience. I also
learned some valuable things about how qualitative research is
conducted and about the insights and opinions of other online
students. I participated in this study so that I could make a
contribution to online learning and to Marylhurst University.
I feel that the researcher asked questions that facilitated my own
clarification process. I feel satisfied that my voice was heard and
understood and that together with the other Subjects, we will make a
positive difference in the field of online learning.
Participation in this study was a very satisfying experience.
Although I did not expect or receive college credit for involvement,
I feel that I received the value and education of a well-presented
college class. Education is one of the areas of focus of my
Interdisciplinary Studies degree. It was exciting to be involved in
this aspect of education.
The indirect benefits of this study varied from Subject to Subject depending
on their level o f participation and their overall contributions in the WebCT
research course. All participants were at least partially responsible for the creation
of a theoretical model to help improve online course retention. Special notes
concerning the Subjects’ participation are now contained in the acknowledgment
section o f this dissertation.

Records and Distribution
As discussed earlier, the protection of Subjects’ identities was vital to the
integrity of this study. The following steps were used to assure that Subject
anonymity was protected.
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The consent letter verification process (see Appendix B - Informed Consent)
occurred via a "secure server."
1. A secure server means that transmitted data is encrypted (similar to
online banking technology) while being sent over the Internet. This encryption
process greatly decreases the chances of people intercepting the data. The servers
are maintained by Mandala-Designs (www.mandala-designs.com).
2. When students were confirmed as research Subjects, their names were
coded in the order in which they are received (see Table 7).

Table 7
Subject Coding
Real Name

W ebCT Username

W ebCT Password

Jane Doe

Subject_l

D oe 1

John Smitli

Subject 2

Smith 2

Robert Redford

Subject 3

Redford_3

3.

In this document, "Real Names" were fabricated but that column

contained the actual Subjects’ names. While another Subject might have guessed
the common protocol for Username login, the password was practically impossible
to figure out because last names were not revealed. The coding continued until all
14 Subjects were placed in the WebCT research course. It was the WebCT
Username that was revealed whenever the student communicated within the course.
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4. When Subjects entered the course, Subjects were reminded to
communicate using only their WebCT Username (e.g., Subject_l, Subject_2).
5. My dissertation does not mention specific names.
6. W ebCT Usernames labeled my Subjects, not their real names.
7. The invitation to a public presentation was given to all participants but
attendance was not mandatory.

Strengths of Sample Group
The strengths of the sample group cannot be displayed with a series of
statistics, especially in a qualitative study. The strengths of the sample group
become evident as the researcher explores and interacts. As the researcher
working with these Subjects, I will attest to their commitment and enthusiasm for
producing a high quality of responses and online interactions. All 14 participants
were actively engaged in the research process throughout all three stages - no one
was left behind or dropped out. Not only did they answer the questions from the
researcher, the Subjects actively engaged with each other — sometimes being
supportive, sometimes challenging each other’s assumptions.
Although a 50/50 percentage-split was proposed for the male to female
ratio, the approximate 20/80% ratio is closer to the actual numbers at MU, where
70% of the online students are female. All tolled, the actual sample reflects a
diverse group of students representing different academic majors, varying levels of
online experience, various age groupings, and even included two students who
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have never taken on-campus courses at MU. Based on the quality of the
interactions, level of engagement and the sample demographics, the sample
demonstrates a high level of integrity.

Limitations of Sample Group
The obvious limitation of the sample is in the age-groupings. While the
sample plan proposed 50%, 71% of the resulting sample is between the ages of 35
and 54. Although traditional-aged students persist in online courses just as well as
any other age group, these students were not represented equitably in this study.
Another limitation might be the fact that all participants’ completion rates
were 100%. The goal of this grounded theory study was to focus on online
students who have an online course completion rate of at least 90%. However, the
argument could be made that because the Subjects completed at a perfect rate, none
of the Subjects reported negative experiences. The fact is, the Subjects did have
their fair share of negative, online-course-experiences, but were able to persist.

Data Collection and Analysis

This next section details the data collection and analysis process for each of
the three research stages.

W ebCT as the Collection Area
Regardless of a particular theoretical perspective (e.g., positivist or
constructivist) or methodology (e.g., ethnography, grounded theory, case study) it
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is common for qualitative researchers to interact with their Subjects (Creswell,
1994; Marshall & Rossman, 1999). This interaction often occurs in the field,
meaning that qualitative researchers interact in the Subject’s environment and/or
place from which the problem originates. Thus, I chose to collect data within the
confines of a WebCT course shell - from this point forward referred to as the
"research course" (RC). In order to articulate the process of online learning, with
respect to letting the data set the course of the research process, Marshall and
Rossman (1999) indicate that asynchronous, in-depth interviews best-capture the
"individual lived experience" (p. 61).
In the RC, data collection followed the "emerging design" through three
distinct stages (Table 8). Creswell (2002) defines the emerging design as "...the
process in which the researcher collects data, analyzes it immediately rather than
waiting until all data are collected, and then bases the decision about what data to
collect next on this analysis" (p. 450). Emerging design is often referred to as
"constant comparative analysis." The emerging design for collection provided the
necessary structure to fit both the ontological and epistemological positions of the
postpositivist perspective, and also allowed me the flexibility of revisiting stages
and/or extending the duration of stages if necessary.
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Table 8
Data Collection and Analysis Process
Stage
Stage 1:
Identifying
categories

C ollection Format
private
asynchronous
I-on-1 discussion

Stage 2:
Identify core
category and
construct model

public
asynchronous
group discussion

Stage 3:
R eview /refine
model

public
synchronous
show model and gather
input

Analysis Goal

Duration

open coding
generate categories
generate properties and
dimensions

Collection:
1-2 Weeks

axial coding
interconnect categories
causal conditions
build "core" category

Collection:
1-2 Weeks

selective coding
build story o f how categories
relate
discursive theoretical propositions
address research questions

Collection:
2 Weeks

Analysis:
2 Weeks

Analysis:
2 Weeks

Analysis:
2 W eeks-f

Analysis Using Computer-assisted
Technology
N .U .D .I.S .T (Non-numeric Unstructured Data Indexing Searching
Theorizing), a computer program, now called N6, was used to assist with the data
analysis process. Hatch (2002) indicates that "It [computer-assisted analysis in
qualitatiye research] is not and neyer can be a satisfactory alternatiye to doing the
mindwork associated with analyzing and interpreting data" (p. 207). Howeyer,
using a computer-assisted program such as N6 followed the online format (i.e.,
electronic format) of the students, courses and data collection procedures (WebCT
RC). It also allowed the researcher to keep data in its raw, electronic form
without any transcription. Raw data files were easily imported into N6 for
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analysis. Thus, the organization (i.e., categorization and searching capabilities) of
large amounts of data was made easier. Table 9 highlights some advantages and
disadvantages of using computer-assisted analysis (Hatch, 2002, p. 208).

Table 9
Advantages and Disadvantages of Computer-assisted Analysis
Advantages

Disadvantages

Programs provide file system s that assist
researchers in storing and organizing large
amounts o f textual data.

Most programs are com plex, and their
manuals not very helpful, meaning it takes
nonproductive time to learn to use them to
their full advantage.

Computers can save time and reduce
dradgery, especially in the areas o f coding,
retrieving, displaying, counting and sorting.

Researchers may make analytic decisions
based on what the computer can do rather
than what should be done.

Computers force researchers to be organized
and to plan w ell, thus encouraging systematic
approaches to analysis.

Computer use may encourage researchers to
lose sight o f the contexts o f the study and
the data set as a w hole.

M ost analysis programs force researchers to
study data line by line, ensuring a more
careful reading o f the data.

As categories are set within computer
programs, researchers may be reluctant to
rethink or change them.

Some programs can create graphic displays
from analyses that w ould take much longer
and/or require expertise.

Data and completed analysis can potentially
be lost through technical failures and human
errors.

The disadvantages noted by Hatch (2002) were easily avoidable. While the
qualitative analysis program was complex, I had some prior experience using N6
for data analysis at MU. So as not to lose or misplace data, regular computer
backups were done during the study. N6 "categories" were easily changed, and
raw data easily shifted into relevant categories. I believe the validity and reliability
checks that were used during the analysis stage helped give perspective and kept

65
me involved with the data. The N6 program did not label the categories, assign
subcategories and move/assign the data wherever appropriate — that was the job of
the researcher. Therefore, N6 was merely a tool used to help in the theorybuilding process and provided a secondary check of the analysis process, as well as
an electronic repository of data and process.

Research Procedures
General guidelines for interviewing. According to Hatch (2002),
"Standardized interviews will likely be used by postpositivist researchers..." (p. 97)
and provide the necessary structure to maintain Strauss and Corbin’s (1998)
original research framework. Several modifications to the standardized interview
process were necessary with regards to the process that follows. Essentially, in
standardized interviews participants are asked to respond to a series of the same
questions during a set-time-frame. For the process that actually occurred,
question-time varied greatly depending on when Subjects checked-in and out of the
RC. In addition, only the initial research questions (i.e., guiding questions to get
the collection process started) were asked at the same time and were based on
Berg’s (1998) model.
Berg (1998) suggested using four types of interview questions: essential,
extra, throwaway and probing. Throwaway questions were actually more aligned
with background-type questions. These were used to put the Subject at ease and
began the interview process. Extra questions allowed a break in the rigorous.
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prescribed structure, and allowed me to ask questions that seemed to be logical
follow-ups based on participants’ responses. Essential questions were formulated
with an overarching purpose and reflected the research questions. These questions
got at the heart of the research problem and provided the necessary information to
proceed in the study. Finally, probing questions were used to supplement any
unfinished business, especially in areas that needed further elaboration.
Throughout the proposed research process, Berg’s different question types were
used and helped provide the necessary guidelines to conduct a standardized
interview.
External professional support. I used a process of "external professional
support," which existed outside the validation proeess (see Establishing validity and
reliability). This process brought an expert in at each stage of analysis to provide
support, monitor the process and to ask critical questions. The professional
reviewer neither read and interpreted data nor made judgments that might have
influenced the researcher’s findings. Babchuk (1996) reinforces the importanee of
just such a person in a grounded theory study.
Whenever possible, grounded theory should be a collaborative
enterprise. This methodology — with its emphasis on memoing,
constant comparison, coding, selection of a core category, etc. —
appears to be particularly amenable to collaborative forms of
inquiry, enabling researchers to engage in an on-going dialogue at
all phases of the research project and helping facilitate a form of
internal triangulation and peer review, ( t 19)
Dr. Maggie MeVay-Lynch, at Portland State University, agreed to offer
professional support for this research project. Dr. McVay-Lynch has more than
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10 years experience specifically in online educational development. She has
consulted with universities around the world on online pedagogy and delivery
issues and is the author of two well-received books in the field, the most recent
being The Online Educator: A Guide to Creating the Virtual Classroom published
by Routledge-Falmer. She has also undertaken and published several qualitative
research studies, and has previously supervised a graduate student in grounded
theory work.
Stage 1 collection: Interview protocol. After logging into the RC, Subjects
were directed to the discussion board (See Figure 3) and the initial thread "START
H ER E!" This initial thread contained the letter of consent and further directions if
they wished to participate.

To p i c

U n r e a d Tot al

Status

START HERE!

0

1

publ i c, u n l o c k e d

Main

0

0

publ i c, u n l o c k e d

Notes

0

0

publ i c, u n l o c k e d

Subject 1

6

6

pr ivat e, u n l o ck e d

Subject 2

6

6

pr ivat e, u n l o ck e d

Subject 3

5

6

pr i v a t e, u n l o c k e d

Subject 4

6

6

pr ivat e, u n l o c k e d

Subject 5

7

7

pr ivat e, u n l o c k e d

Subject 6

6

6

private, unlocked

Subject 7

6

6

pr ivat e, u n l o ck e d

Subject 8

6

6

pr ivat e, u n l o ck e d

Subject 9

6

6

pr ivat e, u n l o ck e d

S u b je c t 10

6

6

p r i v a t e , unlocked

Su b j e ct 11

6

6

private, unlocked

Subject 12

7

7

pri wate, u n l o c k e d

Subject 13

6

6

private, unlocked

S u b j e c t 14

6

6

private, unlocked

Figure 3 . Discussion board — Topic areas.
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The thread also contained the statement, "By moving into your private topic
area (e.g., Subject_l, Subject_2), you are agreeing to the terms of the letter."
After reading the letter and making a copy. Subjects were directed to the "Stage 1Question" area (see Figure 3) and were given the following introduction and
instructions.
Welcome to Stage 1 of the research process. As you know from the
consent letter. Stage 1 is a private, one-on-one experience between
you and me. Before sharing with the larger group, I wanted to work
with each participant individually. For me, this assures that other
participants will not influence your opinions.
At this point, I don’t want to give you too many questions and
would prefer to follow your lead. In a sense, I want to see where
your answers take me. Therefore naturally, short or non-descript
answers will have little value in the research process. Details are
critical in helping me make sense of your experiences when
compared and contrasted with others. While not looking for you to
write a book (that’s my job!), I am looking for insight, substance
and honesty.
I will check in everyday to see what you have written and ask for
clarification or perhaps, ask you to explore certain comments in
further detail. At the end of this week. I ’ll let you know if you will
need to check in next week at all. Thank you once again for your
participation. You may now proceed to your private topic area,
which corresponds to your Username.
All Subjects then checked into their corresponding topic areas for one
w eek’s worth of private conversation and grappled with the following
questions/issues. The first two aimed at attaining important background
information, which ultimately lead to a comparison of variables with the Tinto
(1975, 1993) and Bean and Metzner (1985) models. The questions in italics
(essential/probing questions) were not shown immediately but rather, released
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when the Subject had answered the background questions sufficiently and/or it was
deemed appropriate by the researcher.
• Please begin by giving me any information about your background that
you deem important or significant when describing where you are
educationally at this point in your life (e.g., family educational history,
prior schooling, skills/abilities, current family/work situation).
• What were the factors that led up to you taking online courses and how
have they aligned (or not) with the background you described?
• Most likely, you began your higher education career in a face-to-face
classroom. Describe or characterize your experiences with online
learning at Marylhurst University. How have the experiences been
similar to face-to-face classrooms and how have they been different?
• What are some of the pros and cons of online learning?
• How has the educational environment that is "online learning" enabled
you to complete the majority of your online courses?
Stage 1 collection. During this first stage. Subjects were asked to check-in
to the RC at least five days out of seven and at least once during the second week
if applicable. The goal of Stage 1 was to collect data for open coding where
"...the researcher examines the text (e.g., transcripts, field notes, documents) for
salient categories of information supported by the text" (Creswell, 1998, p. 150).
I also looked for the properties, — "the general or specific characteristics or
attributes of a category" (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 117) — which are
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represented in the creation of subcategories. Properties or subcategories are then
"...dimensionalized and presented on a continuum" (Creswell, 1998, p. 151) as
seen in Figure 4.

C 3 i t e f j o i - y -|
so c
I

OA. T E O O R I E S

F a c u l t y

A c t m Jn.

iP e e r

I liter r a c t i o n

In t e r a c t i o n

Ii i t e r - a c t i o n

Dtnnension£»tizeci C p n t i n u . u m
IV IO R E

IIV IR O R T A IS IT

L E S S

l I V lP O R T A r s n

Figure 4 . Coding illustrations.

Dimensions help the researcher demonstrate the relationship between
various properties under a category and eventually are compared to other property
dimensions when constructing the model. According to Strauss and Corbin (1998),
"Dimensions represent the location of a property along a continuum or range" (p.
117) and serve like "connectors" between categories. For example, in Figure 4 the
properties {Faculty Interaction, Administrative Interaction and Peer Interaction) of
the main category "social" were dimensionalized according to importance.
However, not all continuums have to represent the importance of properties. In
the above example, the continuum could represent the frequency (i.e., number of
times) that the properties were mentioned in the research. Therefore, the labeling
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displayed on the continuums will vary depending on the nature of the properties
being dimensionalized.
The major question during the research process was, "How do I determine
which defining properties are more and/or less important?" I knew I wanted to
communicate the level of importance of the categories in my model; therefore, my
continuum had to display levels of vitality. I also needed to know the importance
of properties in order to make the judgment of whether or not to continue further
exploration. In my review with Dr. McVay-Lynch, I suggested using quantity as a
measure of importance — the importance of a property was determined by the
amount of discussion. This simply did not work.
I quickly noticed that the Subjects spent the most time, and thus, made the
most responses in the discussion threads near the top of the screen. In addition,
areas with more data often contained simple affirmations of another’s response
(e.g., I feel exactly the same way as Subject_9). Therefore, my original idea of
using frequency-of-response simply did not reflect the importance of individual
properties. Thus, I made the judgment to gauge importance based-on the depth
and quality of exploration into a particular property area. I did not ask the
Subjects to rate the importance of properties during the first-two, collection phases;
however, they did offer opinions during the validation phase - Stage 3. I believe
when I made decisions during Stages 1 and 2, they were validated and justified
during Stage 3.
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The Subjects, not me, ultimately judged the level of "depth and quality." I
simply presented them with my interpretations. Therefore, depth and quality were
not quantitatively judged and differed from Subject to Subject. Just like in any
classroom situation, relationships develop, and teachers begin to look for more
than a standardized response from certain students. I found myself looking more
at the individual, and how that person is trying to be heard and understood. It was
not always subjective. For example, I tried to look for keywords or for phrases
that led me to believe the Subject was passionate about his/her response;
You know what? I don’t care how you teach the classes. If you
want to give multiple-choice tests, fine. If you want to give a series
of lecture notes with PowerPoint presentations, fine. I don’t even
care if you want to use a role-play like what was done in the
Reading the Genome course.
Comments like this would be used to start to understand online pedagogy
and its role in online course retention.
Stage 1 analvsis using N 6. The study began by offering the same two,
initial questions to all the participants privately. To ensure independent insight, I
interacted privately with each participant at this level in the study. The first
question focused on gathering any pertinent background information concerning
their educational experience to this point. The second question asked them to
review that background information for any clues that might have led them to
online learning. Both questions (listed below) were fairly general and used to
guide the subsequent follow-up questions.
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Question #1: Please begin by giving me any information about your
background that you deem important or significant when describing where you are
educationally at this point in your life (e.g., family educational history, prior
schooling, skills/abilities, current family/work situation).
Question #T. What were the factors that led up to you taking online
courses and how have they aligned (or not) with the background you described?
I offered an initial follow-up question to each of the Subjects and a second
follow-up for 11 of the 14 Subjects. After the first week of data collection, the
emerging findings felt saturated. No new data were being collected and I kept
hearing many of the same types of comments.
Since data were analyzed using the constant comparative analysis method, 1
was constantly thinking about categories for Stage 2. Saturation occurred when I
was convinced that no other categories would emerge from the discussion, even if
it continued on for weeks. The major categories were entered into the RC
discussion board, and Subjects knew they could always suggest other categories
that were not represented. However, Subjects felt that all categories were present
right from the start of Stage 2. Figure 5 illustrates the threaded discussion strategy
for Stage 1.
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Vince S c h r e c k
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Figure 5 . Threaded discussion strategy, stage 1.

Before analysis began with the computer program N6, data were exported
from W ebCT from each private discussion area. For analysis purposes, likequestion-threads were compared for categories. For example, in Figure 5 Subject
3 ’s answers to Question 1 were compared to all other Subjects’ answers for the
same questions, and so on. Respective follow-up questions were also compared
with each other. As explained earlier in this chapter, I used N6 for secondary
coding, organization and searching. All categories and supporting data were
organized within this program. The following process was first used by hand, and
then replicated in N6 (see Figure 6).
1. Read and reread text files
2. Create necessary memos
3. Code text units into "Free Nodes" By identifying relevant text units
(Data dictates Free Nodes). Continue to annotate as necessary.

75
4. Make a report if necessary
5. Look for larger or "core categories" - create TREE NODES, then cut
and paste related Free Nodes into Tree Nodes
6. Make additional subcategories as necessary, and append/merge any Free
Nodes or subcategories.
7. Look for connections and/or support in the literature.
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Figure 6 . Overview of stage 1 analysis.

Process of analvsis: Stage 1. The first step of analysis was to read and
reread the Subjects’ comments from the first-two, initial questions — this was
difficult to do onscreen, and I wanted first-hand experience with the data.
Therefore, all online interactions were printed and much of the initial coding was
done with pen and paper. Questions one and two were analyzed together for each
individual Subject and both follow-ups were also individualized. During the paper
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and pen coding for the initial, two questions, the goal was to underline/highlight
anything that was particularly striking or interesting for each Subject. I viewed
this coding as survey work, and did very little to narrow, refine or characterize the
responses at this time.
How did I determine what was particularly striking or interesting? For this
process, I used a method borrowed from the medical field (S.O .A .P. Notes Subjective, Objective, Analysis, and Plan). I first scanned the text for subjective
statements such as, "I think online learning is great because it is learning my way."
These types of statements almost demand further inquiry because I did not know
what the Subject meant by "great" or "learning my way." Second, I looked for
objective statements such as factual information about their academic backgrounds:
"Online learning would have been a challenge if it were not for my years of
experience in higher education." Third, during the analysis phase I wrote out
specific questions or memos to myself, and how one Subject’s comments related to
others’. These memos helped guide the final phase "plan." The plan was usually
a list of follow-up questions, and directions for further inquiry.
I gave the "areas of interest" back to the Subjects in the form of follow-up
questions. Essentially, Stage 1 was a three-step process: (a) gather information at
a very general level without making judgments regarding categories or themes, (b)
explore these individualized responses further as they relate (or not) to online
course retention, and (c) build themes/categories to take into Stage 2 for further
exploration. The data accounted for and was representative of these new themes.
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The follow-up questions specifically targeted how and/or if the area of
interest related to course retention. At the end of each data document, questions
for further exploration were noted and possible themes recorded. Below is an
example of how data were gathered and continually analyzed during Stage 1.
Question ttl - Subject 3 response: I ’ve worked some part-time jobs
for the school and for neighbors over the last few years. We are
financially not in a good situation for me to go to school, but it’s not
getting any better, so I decided to finally go for it, get my degree
and head for my teaching certificate.
Question #2 - Subject 3 response: I ’m computer literate, so it’s not
uncomfortable for me to sign on and find things on the Web. I ’m
good at keeping up with things without supervision, so I find it easy
to keep up with assignments online.
Researcher’s Follow-up ttl: I know that you talked about money
being an issue for you right now. Being someone who is in a
difficult financial situation, has online learning provided a relief in
some way? Some feel that they can work and/or manage the
household while taking online courses -vs- actually going to class.
You also noted being able to work on the course "without
supervision." What do you mean by this? Can you give me an
example and/or metaphor that might explain this?
Subject 3 response: Well-organized, online classes definitely give
me more flexibility in organizing my days. I can be much more
efficient by using otherwise unproductive hours in the day. For
instance, while my kids are doing homework, I can do some online
research, and still be available for their questions. I can do laundry
all day while working on an assignment. Also, I can use the
daylight hours for things that have to be done during the day,
including some paid work, and still have 2-3 hours after the rest of
the world shuts down to write up my homework.
Some people really need someone looking over their shoulder and
requiring rough drafts week to week, in order to stay on track with a
project. I work on many projects at once as a matter of course, so I
have a good sense of time management and priorities. I keep lists
and a whiteboard with reminders of what’s still hanging in the fire.
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Another thing I like about online classes is that I can indulge my
long intellectual digestion phase - 1 take a long time to reflect on
things and make them my own. Because I ’m a slow thinker, I ’m
sometimes intimidated by people who are very quick with opinions
and analysis of something w e’ve just read in a live class.
Researcher’s Follow-up 112: I ’m getting this from you...that if a
student has good time-management strategies and priorities and
operates within a well-organized course, he/she has a better chance
for a quality experience online, correct?
How would you define a well-organized course? What would it
"look" like? What are some "indicators?" Meaning', what are some
characteristics? Do you think a self-directed learner (i.e., a learner
who doesn’t need someone looking over his/her shoulder) could
persist in a disorganized, online course? Could a non-self-directed
learner persist in an organized, online course? I guess what I ’m
looking for here is, "What’s more important in terms of retaining
students?"
Subject 3 response: Yes, I think those are some crucial qualities for
unqualified success. One could work under the, "Omigod, I didn’t
do my online homework and it’s due today, but that’s okay I have
till midnight," model and still pull through, but being able to stay on
task is less stressful and gives one more time to provide thoughtfully
produced work.
A well-organized course has an outline that is updated to match what
happens in the course. There are clear statements of what is due
this week and what will happen next week. The instructor posts
responses within a day of our postings. Links are provided to
readings, course materials and related areas of the Marylhurst
website. We students get to ’talk’ to each other and see how other
students respond to questions. That always gives me a chance to see
new directions and depth of thinking. Instructions about what
happens next are provided in the course outline, in the discussion
area and sometimes in private mail. Especially for first-timers, it’s
hard to know where to go. It’s good to have arrows at every
corner, so to speak.
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Unfortunately, I also had the opportunity to experience a poorly
organized class through PCC. Or poorly written, I ’m not sure
which. It was a database programming class. Anyway, I couldn’t
follow his train of thought to save my soul. I never completed that
course. I wanted to, and if I ’d had the time, I might have gone to
get some supporting materials and enhanced the lesson myself, but
TIM E was one of the reasons I was taking it online. Very
frustrating. I had just finished two other Access classes through
PCC that were very well organized (written by someone else).
In a classroom setting, you have a professor who says at the
beginning of class, "Here’s what w e’re going to do tonight. Y ou’ll
have a paper to write. H ere’s what will happen next w eek." At the
end of class, he reiterates, "Your homework is.... Come prepared
to discuss...." With the equivalent online, I think that a non-selfdirected learner (NSDL) could persist. The key would be finding a
way to keep the class in the NSDL’s mind between logins. With an
on-campus class, you have a note on the calendar. With an online
class, you have a screen with the Sims or Myst on it, which doesn’t
remind you of the class at all. Successful teaching is usually linked
to communication, and with good online classes, that communication
is clear and frequent. I think that is the difference.
By using this questioning and follow-up process, themes emerged and were
entered into the N6 computer program for open coding. The program proved
essential for coding and searching the supporting-data. Stage 1 analysis using N6
was based on Hatch’s (2002) "Inductive Analysis" model (p. 162) and the N6
Workshop Handbook (Richards, 2002). Analysis began with a careful read and
reread o f the imported text documents. As I read the raw data, I created datedmemos regarding any personal thoughts or insights, and some transferred from my
initial work with the hard copies. The memos were created when coding text units
and were done on-screen and stored within the N6 project coding.
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"Text units" are bits of text (data) that help define and shape the Free
Nodes. Text units included my own personal aimotations. These annotations
become part of the text unit and help provide context to individual text units. Text
units represented anything particularly striking or representative in the raw data
and were coded (given a numerical code) into the imported "Free Nodes." The
raw data dictated the development of Free Nodes. Essentially, Free Nodes were
simply coded representations of bits of raw data. They were not categories but
were the building blocks for the development of categories. After establishing the
Free Nodes, printed reports gave a hardcopy representation.
The next step entailed examining the Free Nodes for common themes or
"Tree Nodes." These Tree Nodes became the main theoretical constructs of the
research study and were referred to as "categories." Categories must be defined
and given a set of properties. This is where the original Free Nodes came back in
the process. The original Free Nodes were pasted into their respective categories
and became subcategories and as defined above, provided both the properties and
dimensions of the categories. I estimated that Stage 1 analysis would take up to
two weeks, but it ended-up lasting only one week. Then, categories and
subcategories were moved back into the WebCT RC in preparation for Stage 2 (see
Figure 7).
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Figure 7 . Stage 1 analysis.

Establishing a clear understanding of the formulation of categories was
critical to the validation of the model as a whole. Most qualitative researchers use
memos, "...written notes to yourself about the thoughts you have about the data
and your understanding of them" (Hatch, 2002, p. 182). A particular text unit
might be, "I think a real pro to online learning is the fact the courses seem a lot
easier than face-to-face courses." This is a very strong statement and could be
saying a lot about the academic experience of online courses at MU. Or, the text
unit might be saying something more about the student and his/her environmental
factors. Either way, it almost demands some type of follow-up and even saying it
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hypothetically makes me wonder. These moments of wonder were recorded in
memos such as:
• Pro: Student believes online courses are easier than face-to-face. Does
he mean they are easier because he has more time? Or, does he mean
they are easier academically (i.e., classes have fewer assignments)?
• Earlier in the background section, the student went on and on about how
he had so much more time now that he doesn’t have to travel back and
forth to MU. Does this explain why online courses are easier?
• Need to explore this notion of "easier classes" and discover more about
the properties and dimensions.
Since categories represented the major theoretical constructs of this study,
once established they were compared to existing retention models covered in
chapter 2, and any other relevant literature. Similarities were noted in memos in
N6 and in the research journal (see Appendix - research journal sample). These
comparisons were used later when addressing the research questions.
Stage 2 collection. Following Stage 1 analysis, the categories were moved
back into the WebCT discussion as a beginning point. While Stage 1 focused on
generating categories and subcategories. Stage 2 spoke directly to these new
categories and built intercoimectedness between them. Characterized by public,
asynchronous, group discussions between the Subjects and me. Stage 2 lasted two
weeks. During this second stage. Subjects were asked to check-in to the RC at
least five days out of seven and at least once during the second week if applicable.
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The primary goal of Stage 2 was collecting data for axial coding. Axial
coding is "The process of relating categories to their subcategories, termed ‘axial’
because coding occurs around the axis of a category, linking categories at the level
of properties and dimensions" (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 123). While cormecting
categories was important, the main "product" of axial coding was the collective
creation of a "core category" or "central phenomenon." Along with identification
of the core category, Creswell (1998); Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest
developing a "coding paradigm" during the axial coding stage. According to
Creswell (1998), a coding paradigm is a "...theoretical model that visually portrays
the interrelationship of these axial coding categories of information" (p. 151). This
model is presented and discussed in Stage 3 of this study.
The set of questions for Stage 2 was developed only after completion of
Stage 1 with the categories generated. My interactions with the students at this
juncture were critical in assuring sound relationships among categories,
subcategories and the central phenomenon. I read messages on a daily basis and
asked questions such as, "What is the connection between the central phenomenon
and category ‘A ’? It seems that Subject ‘A ’ and Subject ‘B’ disagree on the
relationship between subcategory ‘A ’ and main category ‘A ,’ can anyone else
weigh-in here and clarify the connection?" My interaction at this stage of the
research was active, inquisitive, and at times, directive in order to shape a
comfortable but contentious level of discourse.
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Stage 2: Interview protocol. After logging into the RC for Stage 2,
participants found the following message waiting for them under "Stage 2
Instructions" (see Figure 8).
Hello and welcome to stage 2. I took your comments from Stage 1
and tried to categorize them into themes. You’ll notice that each
theme is listed in a separate discussion thread. I would like you to
visit each theme and address my comments and questions.
Your job in each thread is to first compose a message and then
please check back into the course on 5 separate days and respond to
at least 3 of the other participants’ messages. I want to see a
discussion develop here that is more than rudimentarily answering a
bunch of questions in isolation. This is where the study will most
reflect a normal online course. In this stage, discourse, discussion,
contentiousness as well as cooperation are all welcome.
This is not a focus group. We are not necessarily trying to converge
on an issue, formulate an opinion and/or discuss a solution. There
are no right or wrong answers. Please let your voice be heard. If it
aligns with what others are saying, please let us all know. If not, let
us know as well.
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Figure 8 . Discussion board with hypothetical categorical threads.

After reviewing the instructions for Stage 2, Subjects entered the various
categorical threads and interacted with their fellow Subjects.
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The objective during Stage 2 was to further solidify these categorical
threads by examining their properties and dimensions in greater depth, and trying
to interconnect categories at the dimension level. At this stage, the discovery of
new categories and/or the reconfiguring of existing categories were a possibility
based on the collection of new data. Any changes to categories were added to the
established categorical threads in Figure 8. Listed below are some examples of
questions that one might find in these categorical threads — the first representing a
properties-type question, the second representing a dimension-type question and the
third representing the connection between categories.
1. Your job in each thread is to first compose a message and then please
check back into the course on 5 separate days and respond to at least 3 of the other
participants’ messages. Consider the following in your narrative...Define
"flexibility" as a concept here...what does it mean to you (e.g., characteristics
and/or attributes)? How have the characteristics and/or attributes helped you with
your educational experience?
2. What is the single most "flexible" aspect of online learning and why
does it help you (e.g., assignments, your time)? What is the least flexible?
3. If we think of characteristics of online learning (e.g., flexibility, ease of
use, technical support) on a continuum, what characteristics might be at the same
ends of the spectrum and why? Do these characteristics interact with each other
and how does that reflect in the educational experience for online students?
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Stage 2 analvsis: Researcher as participant. Because Stage 2 was an
asynchronous process that occurred over a period of two weeks, I had to constantly
monitor (several times per day) the research course. Sometimes, I just observed
the Subjects interacting with one another. Other times, the interaction was free
flowing, and there were several times when the communication became
synchronous (at the same time) due to the fact that the Subjects and I were online
at the same time. During this interaction, I often formulated questions, comments
and concerns off the top of my head with the intention of getting the "lived
experience" of being an actual online participant. I used constant comparative
methods such as member checks, peer reviews, triangulation, clarifying researcher
bias, rich thick description, and external audits. For more information concerning
these methods, see the Internal Validity section near the end of this chapter.
Stage 2 analvsis: Hand coding data. Following my participation in the
research course, I grouped all categorical data together and exported it to hard
copies. For example, all the data from the "Culture discussion" were kept together
in one file. I felt it was important to understand each particular discussion first
before comparing and contrasting data. To analyze these data, I used the same
procedure as outline in the prior Stage 1 - Process o f Analysis section. Data were
examined for subjective statements — statements that demanded further follow-up
to explain the basis for their opinions. I noted objective observations, and usually
underlined these or noted them in side margins. These subjective and objective
statements helped shape the formulation of an analytical statement (memo) that
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helped capture my interpretation of the data at that particular moment. Finally, I
wrote a plan for action for the examined data.
Stage 2 analvsis using N 6.
1. Search text to code responses to questions
2. Code the searched text into new question nodes
3. Search for patterns in the data
4. Create additional coding
Step one involved creating text searches that identified specific text strings
within imported text documents. These text strings were used to answer specific
research questions or to re-categorize existing data. Step two involved coding the
text strings, which were bits of supporting data, into new question nodes. Just as
nodes were used to create categories, these new nodes represented questions I
wanted the data to address.
For example, in step one I did a text search for "educational goals." In this
example, "educational goals" represented a subcategory or property that helps
define the construct "Background." W hen the search was done, 15 text strings
associated with the words "educational goals" were found. The immediate thing to
do at that point was cleanup all irrelevant data associated with the search. After
locating relevant, supporting text strings, which gave further meaning and context
to the subcategory of flexibility, I was in a position to recode these new text
strings into new question nodes. New question nodes contain supporting-data to
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potentially address research questions or any other relevant questions that may
arise during Stage 2 analysis (Figure 9).
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Figure 9 . Creating pools of data.

During the search in step two, I often discovered recurrent text strings that
had little to do with a new question node, but provided me additional insight into
my main categories. This could have been a statement that was in direct conflict
with a particular subeategory (property). In the example above, one Subject could
have replied, "Educational goals have little to do with taking online courses. I
have taken the course for my w o rk ." These recurring themes that do not match
the general direction of the findings were grouped together and discussed as
external question nodes. Again, citing the above example, I could have made an
external question node labeled, "Are work goals and educational goals the same
thing, especially if the work goal leads students back to higher education?"
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Step two was a very important stage because it helped establish the
necessary data to start interconnecting categories and dimensionalizing properties.
Therefore, step two was often revisited during the analysis stage in order to find
data that were missing or perhaps, to find data to support lingering questions.
With any amount of experience conducting electronic, text-searches, one quickly
discovers that it is not always easy finding relevant information. To help counter
this, I conducted visual, hard-copy searches, of the data to supplement my findings
with N6.
Step three used "...a set of search tools, the node searches, which will find
the text you need for whatever question you want to ask of the data—providing you
have nodes for each of the concepts in the question, or can generate them"
(Richards, 2002). If nodes did not exist to help answer my research questions,
further exploration was done (i.e., a return to Stage 1 analysis and/or collection).
The final step in Stage 2 is adding any additional coding that might help
answer questions, clarify raw data and/or identify a core category. As stated
earlier, the goal of Stage 2 is to construct a visual representation (model) of the
categories, subcategories and their connection to the core category/central
phenomenon. If a model cannot be determined at this time, the research process
would move back into Stage 2 for a second look. If a model is generated, this
model is passed-on to the final research event - Stage 3 analysis.
Stage 3 collection and analvsis. The primary goal of Stage 3 was selective
coding. Selective coding is the "...final step in analysis — the integration of

90
concepts around a core category and the filling in of categories in need of further
development and refinement" (Cresswell, 1998, p. 237). While the integrity of the
study was preserved, Stage 3 turned-out to be very different than originally
proposed.
The proposed method was to use a live, chat-room to synchronously discuss
the model and validation of the model. The initial idea was to put all 14 Subjects
into the same chat room, navigate through the model, answer questions and discuss
validation. Many Subjects expressed concern over this method and did so with the
experience to backup their trepidation. Most believed it would just be too chaotic
in a live chat-room with that many p eo p le.T h erefo re, I planned smaller group
sessions during the final week of the study. I proposed several different time slots,
and the Subjects were to sign up in groups of 3-4 each.
This process alone was the most difficult of the entire research process.
Trying to coordinate times to accommodate all of the Subjects’ schedules was
problematic. Eventually, the scheduling nightmare was complete and the first live
session was about to begin. Based on the experience, a trial run should have been
conducted beforehand just to make sure everyone could participate. Unfortunately,
only one Subject out of four could actually connect to the live session. A second
did make it on for the last few minutes. After the session, I made the decision of
transferring the Stage 3 process over to private mail where I posed questions
concerning the process, and the Subjects answered me via private email.
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During Stage 3, a model such as Figure 10 was shown to the research
participants via a website. Selective coding attempts to put Tree Nodes
(categories) into relational visualizations and to explain the relationships via the
Subject’s narratives. In this example, the three Tree Nodes on the upper-left side
of the model (T N I, TN2 & TN3) all must interact with one another in order to
affect the core category. The same is true for Tree Nodes on the upper-right side
(TN4, TN5 & TN6). In isolation. Tree Nodes 1-6 are merely categories;
however, when grouped together, the interconnectedness influences the core
category, which may be "course retention." Selective coding also involves filling
in holes in the theoretical model. TN7 and TN8 serve as categories that do not fit
into the upper-structure of this particular example but are nonetheless vital to the
application of the model.
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Figure 10. A visual example of selective coding.
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Finally, selective coding helped create stories of how categories relate and
how the model works. Thus, during Stage 3, I reconstructed some of the Subjects’
narratives, which were used to explain and support the model. After the initial
explanation and narrative review, I asked the Subjects for additional narratives
and/or explanations to help clarify the model. The goal here was not only to
create but also to validate. Validation is an important part of the postpositivist
view of grounded theory and is built into the research process.

Establishing Validitv and Reliabilitv
The postpositivist position argues for the existence of validity and reliability
in qualitative research studies. Merriam and Associates (2002) state, "Currently,
there is much debate and discussion in the literature and at conferences as to how
to think about validity and reliability in qualitative research" (p. 24). Out of this
debate, researchers have developed new ways to view old-standards from
quantitative research. For example. Table 10 (Trochim, 2002) illustrates Cuba and
Lincoln’s (1989) four criteria for examining validity and reliability.

Table 10
Criteria for Examining Validity and Reliability
Traditional Criteria for Judging
Qualitative Research

Alternative Criteria for Judging
Qualitative Research

Internal validity

Credibility

External validity

Transferability

Reliability

Dependability

Objectivity

Confirmability
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Validation of model: Credibility as internal validity. According to Merriam
and Associates (2002), "Internal validity asks the question, how congruent are
one’s findings with reality?" (p. 25). As stated previously, my view of reality
mirrors that of postpositivists "...it is never fully apprehended, only approximated"
(Hatch, 2002, p. 13). Essentially, there is a level of interpretation employed by
the researcher in order to give meaning to the data.

"Most agree that when reality

is viewed in this manner (i.e., that it is always interpreted) internal validity is
considered a strength of qualitative research" (Merriam & Associates, 2002,
p. 25). To establish internal validity, I used member checks, peer reviews,
triangulation, clarifying researcher bias, rich think description, and external audits.
M ember checks were consistently presented throughout the research
process. Member checks are a means for clarifying a particular statement and/or
position. Essentially, it is a form of constant validation, "Erom what you have
typed, I believe you mean th a t_______ . Is that correct?" Thus, I constantly
asked the Subjects to verify or negate my assumptions. Here is an example of a
member check.
Researcher: First of all, you stated that "Financial is the reason for
me taking online classes."
I ’m not sure what you mean here because Marylhurst classes,
whether online or not, are not cheap! What is the financial reason
to which you’re referring?
Researcher: I gathered from your comments that you’re comfortable
online because of your (very impressive!) background with
computers, correct?
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Peer review relies on interaction among the Subjects themselves. Stage 2
collection is a good example of peer-reviewed validation. During Stage 2, the RC
discussion board was alive with arguments and counter-arguments, and the sharing
of information.
Triangulation "...typically involves corroborating evidence from different
sources to shed light on a theme or perspective" (Creswell, 1998, p. 202).
Triangulation was a constant process throughout the analysis of the data, and is
most evident in chapter 4, which used multiple sources of literature to support
various themes. This process of triangulation helped compare emerging themes
with existing literature, and other emerging themes to help build interconnectedness
between the themes.
Clarifying researcher bias is located in the "About the Researcher" section
of chapter 3. This process of identifying bias went beyond the researcher to also
describe the entire educational system at MU, and the Web-based Learning
environment. Rich, thick description from the researcher helped provide a
doorway into these biases, and also into the explanations of how major and
subvariables were formulated. Finally, I used external audits, which were known
as "Professional Review" in this chapter. Creswell (2002) recommends using at
least two procedures for assuring internal validity in any study. I used six different
methods, which all contributed to the integrity of this study.
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Validation of model: Transferability as external validity. In this study,
external validity or "transferability" is the extent to which the results can be
generalized to different online learning contexts. In other words, can the findings
be applied to another setting or grouping of people experiencing the same
phenomenon? Since the model was constructed at MU only, and was based-on a
relatively small sample size of successful completers, it is probably not safe to
suggest a specific level of transferability at this time. Rather, I think it is
important to summarize the major variables, their relationships, and the
connections to the existing retention models. The more clarity and understanding
with the model, the better chance for an institution to gauge relevancy.
Validation: Dependabilitv as reliabilitv. "Reliability refers to the extent to
which research findings can be replicated" (Merriam & Associates, 2002, p. 27).
It might be possible to replicate the RC itself and to follow the same collection
procedures; however, it would be impossible to replicate respondents’ answers and
my interpretations of that data. Based on this procedural quandary, Cuba and
Lincoln (1989) introduced the notion of "dependability." In clarifying
dependability, Trochim (2002) states:
The idea of dependability, on the other hand, emphasizes the need
for the researcher to account for the ever-changing context within
which research occurs. The researcher is responsible for describing
the changes that occur in the setting and how these changes affected
the way the research approached the study. ( ^ 6 )
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Accountability of my actions was documented by the use of an "audit tra il."
Merriam and Associates (2002) describe an audit trail as some type of
documentation (in my case; research journal, memos, the WebCT RC and all
exported documents in N6) that helps explain how my results were derived. In
grounded theory research, it is not important that another researcher could look
over the audit trail and find similar results. Rather, it is more important that other
reviewers see the logic of how I could derive the results via the outlined process.
Based on the documentation provided within the research process, text and
appendices, a high-level of dependability has been achieved.
The research journal was divided in sections that were representative of the
research process (e.g.. Stage 1 Collection, Stage 1 Analysis, Stage 2 Collection)
and all documentation was stored as a Microsoft Word document. Each step of the
current process was matched with what was originally proposed and what actually
occurred. Memos created during the research process in N6 formed the
justification/evidence for making decisions between the proposed elements and
what actually did occur. Table 11 provides an example of what the research
journal might look like and provides only three steps of a 10-step process.
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Table 11
Collection Journal Example
Stage 1 Collection Journal
Stage 1 Process

Proposed

Actual

Evidence

Read and reread
text files

Text files w ill be
read and reread
before assigning
categories.

Text files were read
through once. Second
read, I grouped the
responses to similar
questions.

Memo: "After first read
through, I started to think
thematically about the
answers. It made sense to
group their responses around
similar questions I asked."

Create necessary
memos

The first stage o f
memos represent
initial concerns,
thoughts, and
feelings about the
text files.

Rather than memos
representing the entire
"batch" o f data, I
found m yself creating
memos around
individuals and likequestions.

Memo: "Subject 1 did not
understand the line o f
questioning and his answers
are rather sparse when
compared to the entire
group. I’m going to have to
ask him to elaborate."

Begin coding by
identifying
relevant text units
- make
annotations as
necessary

Text units come
from line-by-line
analysis o f the
data and are
labeled and
becom e "Free
Nodes," the
building blocks o f
categories.

The creation o f text
units was exactly how
I defined it in chapter
3. I found using N6
really helped here
because it
automatically assigns
a coding protocol.

Memo: "Subject I ’s
statement here im plies a
strong connection with
Social Integration. They
even offered some
properties, which may be
useful in the near future."

About the Researcher

Grounded theory originates from a group of Subjects who are representative
of a particular phenomenon. The researcher’s job is to ask the right types of
questions and interpret their recollections into a cohesive, singular representation,
which is "the model." From this model, one is in a better position to make
theoretical propositions concerning (in this case) online course retention.
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Essentially, the researcher is like a telescope, which when looked through,
allows others to view the Subjects (where the theory originates). However, all the
settings of the telescope (power of the lens, focus, direction of aim, etc.)
established by the researcher have already been established. Some of these
"settings" were set by the research context; however, many of the settings come
from the researcher’s bias. Perhaps, under certain circumstances, the telescope
may provide a clearer picture.
I am an employee of M U ’s Web-based Learning department (WBL/D) and
have been so for more than 3 years. Before coming to work for MU, I had some
previous experience in distance learning (i.e., I coordinated a telecourse program)
with Pueblo Community College in Cortez/Durango, Colorado. Overall, I have a
favorable attitude toward distance learning and wish online learning existed when I
was an undergraduate student. I definitely could have seen myself interacting and
doing well in an online learning environment.
I do not believe that online learning is better or worse than face-to-face
courses; rather, I believe that each system possesses a system of strengths when
dealing with specific Subject matter. For example, to me lab work in the natural
sciences is best done using a hands-on approach in person. Online learning does
quite well in courses laden with postmodern-type constructs — where discussions
often reflect philosophical arguments.
I have observed online classroom discussions that were far more in-depth
and intricately constructed than one could ever hope to achieve in two, face-to-
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face, class-periods per week. However, there have also been online courses where
the conversation was done in short choppy sentences like two people standing next
to one another sharing small talk. According to students, just like face-to-face
courses, online courses run the gamut from high quality to low quality. MU does
not have an exclusive formula for creating nothing but high-quality online courses.
Also, MU does not have the best services for online students and, in fact, had very
few before I started working in the WBL/D.
Before beginning this study, I developed several explanations for high
online eourse retention rates at MU, and faculty and students often shared their
ideas with me informally. The notion of online culture often arises in these
informal conversations. This cultural position suggests that somehow MU students
have migrated from on-campus courses to online courses and consequently
reeognize many of their fellow online students by name. This culture forms a
support system and students are better able to persist in online learning. It is often
suggested that MU online students persist because they are "adult students."
Indeed MU has a high population of adult students taking online courses; however,
that does not explain the equally high rate of retention for our traditional-aged
students (Schreck, 2002).
Being an MU employee and working directly for the W BL/D, automatically
creates a level of personal bias in this study. A potential for bias exists when
interpreting Subjects’ responses and/or moving responses into categories. My
interpretations may not represent a Subject’s intended meaning and the eoding of
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these interpretations may end up in what I have determined to be the "right"
category. Charmaz (2000) states:
Every qualitative researcher should heed warnings about forcing data
into preconceived categories through the imposition of artificial
questions. However, data collecting may demand that researchers
ask questions and follow hunches, if not in direct conversation with
respondents, then in the observers’ notes about what to look for.
(p. 514)
I relied on the Subjects to minimize this bias when reviewing categories and
the model itself. In addition, the "Professional Review" process provides an
opportunity for an external reviewer to read memos, the research journal and
review the overall process of each stage of collection and analysis — checking for
clarity and bias.

Chapter III Summary

Based on the need to both explain the MU phenomenon and to create a
theory for online course retention, a grounded theory study guided the research
paradigm. As stated in the "researcher’s position," ontologically and
epistemologically I found myself within the realm of a postpositivist research
orientation. Therefore, I believed that there was a "Truth" or external reality, but
my interpretation is what guided the understanding of this "Truth." In order to
maximize the level of "Truth," postpositivist research demanded a level of
validation and a rigorous set of collection and analysis methods. My methods were
based-on Glaser and Strauss’ 1967 book, The Discovery o f Grounded Theory.
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Before addressing the research procedures, I described the research context
in an effort to give the reader a better understanding of MU online courses. This
context led to the sampling procedure. Grounded theory uses "theoretical
sampling" which is less about a product (e.g., 14 Subjects) and more about a
process that aims to purposefully identify Subjects who identify with the
phenomenon being studied. 1 then took the Subjects through the coding procedures
as outlined in the "Procedures" section.
The Procedures section used open, axial and selective coding as prescribed
by Strauss and Corbin (1998) in order to facilitate an emerging research process of
constant and comparative analysis. For this research project, I aligned three
distinct collection/analysis stages to correspond with the coding procedures of
postpositivist grounded theory. In summary. Stage 1 focused on the formation of
categories and subcategories. Stage 2 combined categories, built
interconnectedness and identified the central phenomenon or core category. The
visual representation of the categories and their interconnectedness then became the
suggested theoretical model. Finally, Stage 3 was both a creation and validation
process of the model itself. I used narratives for clarification, and the research
Subjects validated the model. Figure 11 is a visual representation of the entire
research process.
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CHAPTER IV

RESEARCH FINDINGS

This chapter reports the findings from each of the three research stages. As
the findings are reported, a concerted effort is made to connect these findings to
relevant literature, theories, and/or models, whenever and wherever deemed
appropriate by the researcher. The use of such literature is not to support the basis
for this study, but rather to create understanding, give context, and to demonstrate
and strengthen connections. The Stage 3 findings also contain the results from the
validation process as described in chapter 3 (Methods). Finally, the section
headings represent not only the various stages, but also the respective research
questions.

Research Question #1

Stage 1 — What predominant categories emerged from the raw data, and
how did they connect to current literature concerning online retention?
The research process for Stage 1 was as follows and provided a framework
for reporting the findings.
1. Read and reread text files.
2. Create necessary memos.
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3. Code text units into "Free Nodes" By identifying relevant text units
(Data dictates Free Nodes). Continue to annotate as necessary.
4. Make a report if necessary.
5. Look for larger or "core categories" - create Tree Nodes, then cut and
paste related Free Nodes into Tree Nodes.
6. Make additional subcategories as necessary, and append/merge any Free
Nodes or subcategories.
7. Check for connections in the literature.

Step 1: Read and Reread Files
Reading and rereading the text files was important in familiarizing myself
with the data before exporting it into N6. I did not want to rely on the computer
analysis program for sole interpretation, and wanted to view the data in a more
holistic fashion (i.e., in N6 the data analysis was done line-by-line). Therefore,
using hard copies, I underlined sections of text that either supported the
formulation of categories, and/or existing retention theory covered in chapter 2.
For a detailed description of how text units and initial categories were selected,
please see chapter 3 - "Stage C ollection."
To begin the research process, I offered the following introduction.
Welcome to Stage 1 of the research process. As you know from the
consent letter. Stage 1 is a private, one-on-one experience between
you and me. Before sharing with the larger group, I wanted to work
with each participant individually. For me, this assures that other
participants will not influence your opinions.
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At this point, I don’t want to give you too many questions and
would prefer to follow your lead. In a sense, 1 want to see where
your answers take me. Therefore naturally, short or non-descript
answers will have little value in the research process. Details are
critical in helping me make sense of your experiences when
compared and contrasted with others. While not looking for you to
write a book (that’s my job!), 1 am looking for insight, substance
and honesty.
I will check in everyday to see what you have written and ask for
clarification or perhaps, ask you to explore certain comments in
further detail. At the end of this week. I ’ll let you know if you will
need to check in next week at all. I sincerely thank you once again
for your participation. You may now proceed to your private topic
area, which corresponds to your Username.
The following two questions helped get the questioning process underway:
1. Please begin by giving me any information about your background that
you deem important or significant when describing where you are educationally at
this point in your life (e.g., family educational history, prior schooling,
skills/abilities, current family/work situation).
2. What were the factors that led up to you taking online courses and how
have they aligned (or not) with the background you described?
At this point in the study, my objective was to explore a broad range of
possibilities and not direct the discussion with questions concerning online course
retention. For example, when responding to question number two listed above, the
following Subject mentioned that what led her to online learning was the flexibility
and convenience it offered. I asked her to explain and/or provide examples of
what "flexibility" and "convenience" meant to her.
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Subject: Surprisingly, 1 ended up moving in my last year of school
to Wisconsin. I was able to do the move without missing a beat at
school. Honestly, if it were not for the virtual option, I would not
have my Bachelor’s Degree today.
Comments such as this led me to start grouping similar text units under a
category called, "flexibility." As categories were formed, I created the necessary
memos to help provide context, and to justify my research process.

Step 2: Create Necessary Memos
As I read and reread the Subjects’ responses, I created numerous memos to
help me identify keywords, reflect on what was being said, and eventually to help
with the coding in Step 3. For example, my memo for the Subject response noted
above was:
Researcher M emo: Online learning offers students so much
flexibility, that something as stressful as a move to a new state does
not alter their persistence. I wondered if others felt the same way?
Similarly, another Subject commented on the convenience of online
learning.
Another Subject mentioned:
Subject: The freedom of time I can work when it is convenient for
me, and no loss of time due to travel and hassle of getting in the car
and driving in congested traffic, etc.
Researcher M emo: Time appears to be an essential part of
flexibility. Similar examples were all grouped into an initial Free
Node called "flexibility."
My notes on each Subject’s transcript were memos to myself (such as those
illustrated above) and were used to establish preliminary Free Nodes. The
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preliminary Free Nodes (i.e., the initial categories) were then loaded into the N6
computer program for descriptions, memoing and coding.

Step 3: Code Text Units into "Free Nodes"
by Identifying Relevant Text Units Make Annotations as Necessary
Steps 3 was an involved process of identifying relevant text units,
evaluating them, and coding as Free Nodes when appropriate. This process is one
of constant reflection, evaluation, grouping, reflecting again, and regrouping as the
data is presented. As I began the coding process, I started to notice where certain
preliminary Free Nodes could be combined and/or deleted. I also created new
Free Nodes that were not represented in the original transfer from hard copy to
N6.
In the following tables (Tables 12-32), "Free Node" refers to a coded,
preliminary representation of bits of data. The "Description" area gives a brief
overview and/or definition of the Free Node. By the end of Stage 1, I managed to
combine the Free Nodes into larger, representative Tree Nodes. The "Integrated
Theme" column charts the path of each respective Free Node, and what it later
became in the study. The "Sample Memo" column provides an example of how
memos were used to provide both justification and rationalization of the coding
strategies. Finally, some Free Nodes have a "Supporting Literature" bottom row.
The Supporting Literature area was just another way of building a rationale for
carrying the Free Node further in the study (note: not all Free nodes have
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supporting literature). Connecting Free Nodes to the literature was the final step
in the Stage 1 process; however, I found myself constantly reviewing articles for
supporting research.

Table 12
Free Node 1
Free N ode
Background

Description

Integrated Theme

Anything that defines the Subjects as individuals

Student

and provides context to their backgrounds. This

Characteristics

may be something as basic as common
demographics, but could be behaviors they
describe that work w ell with online learning.
SamtJle M em o: A very broad frame o f reference for Subject characteristics. I suspect that I will
have to break this down further before m oving it to a Tree N ode. This category has everything
from age, scholastic information, personal information, information about family size and
education, etc. Therefore, much o f the coded data may end up being integrated into new or
Supporting Literature: In a recent study aimed at examining factors for retention in a "distancebased liberal arts program ,” Nessler (1999) found that "...retention in the liberal arts program
was influenced by demographic characteristics such as educational background, ethnicity, gender,
military status, and the number and types o f credits transferred in by the student" (p. 10).

"If distance teachers had to pick one quality that differentiates successful distance learners from
those w ho are unsuccessful, it would be communication with the teacher. Over and over,
distance teachers told me that the students who communicate right away with the teacher do the
best in their classes" (D ixon, 1996, p. 103).

K. M oore et al. (2002) show a 14.8% point difference in completion with classes taken online
(41.7% ) and on-campus (56.5% ) for African Americans.
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Table 13
Free Node 2
Description

Free N ode
GED

Integrated Theme

Subjects who obtained a G ED, and any relevant text

Student

to note why it was important and/or/how it relates to

Characteristics

retention.
Sample Memo; Any information concerning a Subject obtaining a GED verses a high school
diploma. In reading the hard copies, I noticed that several o f the Subjects (at least 3) had a
GED. H opefully, this Free N ode w ill give som e insight into why they dropped out o f high
school. Frankly, I don’t think it’s very important at this time to the scope o f the project. I just
found it interesting that so many Subjects have that characteristic.

Table 14
Free Node 3
Free N ode
AA or AS

Description
Subjects that have obtained an A A or AS degree.

Integrated Theme
Student
Characteristics

Sample M em o: I don’t think I’m gathering enough to support this as a genuine category. It
looks like only 2 Subjects follow ed this route. I think what is becoming more important is the
emphasis on a background o f traditional, college-level, face-to-face experience, and how that
experience influenced their ability to persist in college courses.
Supporting Literature: W hile not citing an AA or AS degree specifically, K. M oore et al. (2002)
note that "Additionally, the fewer the higher education credits completed by these full-tim e
students, the less likely it was that they w ould succeed in online courses" and "First time, full
time students were the least likely to succeed in online courses and had the largest difference
between online and traditional courses (-31.5% )" (p. 10).
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Table 15
Free Node 4
Description

Free N ode
M ove/L ife

Integrated Theme
Student

Data describing m oving and/or life changes.

Characteristics

Change

Sample Memo: It appears that many o f the Subjects have described a process o f both moving
around and/or life changes. This process has ultimately affected their values and opinions about
higher education. For example, many students would have never even considered online
learning. H owever, with m oving around so much, they were unable to becom e associated or
affiliated with a particular university. Online seemed to best meet their needs based on what has
happened in their lives.

Table 16
Free Node 5
Free N ode

Description

Integrated Theme

Characteristics o f

Data describing what it’s like at Marylhurst, and

Student

the MU

what it’s like being a student at the University.

Characteristics

Experience
Sample M em o: What makes an online experience worthwhile? I can see there are many
similarities between this category and Online Course Statem ents, which is more about the course
experience. These data w ill have to be combined, and possibly made into new Tree N odes.
Supporting Literature: "Online learners should be recognized for who they are and where they
stand in achieving their educational goals. Therefore, retention o f online students is also
achieved by supporting their motivations to learn. This is best accomplished in a fast-paced
virtual environment utilizing activities that focus on their experiences" (Gibbons & W entworth,
2002, p. 133).
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Table 17
Free Node 6
Description

Free N ode

Integrated Theme

Online Course

Data describing the process o f online learning or

Pedagogy & Learning

Statements

judgment statements about online learning.

Theory

Sample M em o: This node is becom ing HUGE! It w ill need to be divided into several
subcategories when the follow -up questions are asked. Generally, I’m not as concerned about
w hy they like or dislike online learning. I’m more interested in why they persist, even when the
Supporting Literature: Several students liked the fact that M U offers an online orientation to
web-based learning and WebCT. The orientation is an essential part o f every course, and is
directed by the instructor.

"Any student beginning any class wants information on class

Table 18
Free Node 7
Free N ode

Description

Prior Learning

The influence o f Prior Learning Assessm ent on course

Assessment

retention.

Integrated Theme
Fit

Sample M em o: Prior Learning Assessm ent is a specific academic area at Marylhurst. The Prior
Learning Assessm ent (PLA) office evaluates both academic and life experiences to put together a
transfer-credit-plan. Many adults love this option because it validates much o f their lifeexperience that is non-academic and also, gives them a sense o f pride in their accomplishments.
I think this adds value to their M U experience.
Supporting Literature: Regents C ollege has shown progressively increasing retention rates in a
distance-based, liberal arts program over a ten-year period. N essler (1999) states the Regents
uses both "...direct and indirect assessment methods for evaluating students’ know ledge and
awarding credit. Indirect assessments o f students’ learning, and the associated transfer o f credits
not obtained directly through the co lleg e’s assessment, are dependent on explicit quality assurance
frameworks" (p. 4).
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Table 19
Free Node 8
Free N ode

Description
Data elements that describe online learning in terms o f
"fit."

Fit

Integrated Theme
Fit

Sample M em o: I suspect "fit" w ill becom e a major theme in online course retention. Fit could
encompass several other Free Nodes. I believe that "fit" here has more to do with M U
organizational leadership and management. I think w e ’re doing several things here that help
students persist in the online environment. I should try to check out som e o f the readings
regarding "fit" in my organizational culture and leadership class.
Supporting Literature: "The college fit theory asserts that the greater the congruence between the
values, goals, and attitudes o f the students and those o f the college, as w ell as between the
students’ capabilities and the colleges’ demands, the more likely a student is to persist in college"
(Rootman, 1972, p. 262).

Table 20
Free Node 9
Free N ode
Why Online?

Description
Reasons for taking online courses.

Integrated Theme
Fit

Sample M em o: I suspect that Why Online? w ill becom e merged with the concept o f "fit." Most
o f the reasons described here have to do more with the Subject’s lifestyle. This lifestyle is
something that usually aligns w ell with Marylhurst University and online learning.
Supporting Literature: M U believes that online learning was necessary to meet the needs o f their
adult-learner population. Although it seemed risky at a small liberal arts institution in 1996, they
have been quite successful. Gibbons and Wentworth (2002) point out "Recruiting efforts begin
with a marketing program specific to nontraditional students, a population that is the most
accepting o f online education" (p. 129).
"Ironically, the very aspects o f adult learners’ lives that make online education so attractive in
theory can make the retention o f those learners so precarious in practice. The additional
flexibility and assumed freedom allowed through online learning require increased responsibility
on the part o f the adult learner to meet deadlines and stay on top o f assignments without face-toface interaction" (Rankin, 2002, p. 143).
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Table 21
Free Node 10
Free Node
Persistence

Description
Hints at why Subjects may or may not persist in
online courses.

Integrated Theme
Fit

Sample M em o: I was hesitant to even ask the questions because it’s what I’m really trying to
formulate via Subject responses. However, in som e cases, the conversation just led me in that
direction. Therefore, the question was asked to several Subjects. Early indications seem to
m oving in the direction o f Fit - meaning, that online learning works w ell with the expectations o f
their daily lives and meets their educational goals.
Supporting Literature: "The solution for retaining online students is the same for on-ground
students: keep them happy. To satisfy the typical online student, institutions must utilize
competent, trained instructors and offer online classes on a fast-paced schedule. M ost online
students wish to pursue an entire degree online, not participate in one or two isolated courses"
(Gibbons & Wentworth, 2002, p. 130).

Table 22
Free Node 11
Free N ode
Course
Characteristics

Description
Characteristics o f online courses - good and bad.

Integrated Theme
Pedagogy & Learning
Theory

Sample M em o: Most o f these statements helped formulate the major categories: Online course
organization, online p edagogy and learning theory. Many o f the statements deal with the
learning process in online courses -vs- on-campus courses. I think I’ll pull "comparisons" into
this category.
Supporting Literature: "The asynchronous format allows more time to think than the typical
classroom discussion, but the fact that comments are fixed in writing to be scrutinized by the
student on her own, dictates that w e take exceptional care in wording them, in the individual
exchanges or in the class forum" (Payne, 2002, p. 120).
Fredericksen, Pelz, Pickett, Shea, and Swan (2001) surveyed 1406 online learners and discovered
a correlation between the perceived level o f interaction (both learner to learner and instructor to
learner) and the "perceived learning effectiveness."
"Online instructors should keep in mind that their students are especially dependent upon the
organization o f the class website and its online materials to help them succeed. A poorly
designed (or poorly written) site w ill cause unnecessary frustration" (Rankin, 2002, p. 144).
K. M oore et al. (2002) created a "Students’ top 10 reasons for not com pleting online courses"
Two responses had to do with charaeteristics o f online courses: "Courses taking too much time,
and Courses too unstmctured" (p. 13).
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Table 23
Free Node 12
Free Node
Teacher
Characteristics

Description
Anything associated with online teachers
specifically.

Integrated Theme
Pedagogy & Learning
Theory

Sample M em o: The "comparisons" category, which made comparisons between online learning
and on-campus learning, was combined with teacher characteristics. M ost o f the discussion that
occurred in the original comparisons category focused on aspects o f the teacher.
Supporting Literature: In a study that qualitatively researched a distance education program
aimed at continuing education for registered nurses across Canada, Care (1995) discovered six
themes, which center on teachers’ actions and how they all correlate to student retention. The
six factors are teaching practices, evaluation practices, interpersonal relationships, personal
characteristics, professional com petence, and availability to students. A ll o f these directly relate
to the teacher characteristics subtheme.
Major and Levenberg (1999) emphasize a major subtheme occurring w ithin teacher
characteristics, which is the fact that teachers must establish clear instructions and learning
objectives. "Clarify expected course outcomes, which should specifically identify the behaviors
the successful learner w ill be able to perform upon completion o f the learning experience" ( f 15).
"Online learners cannot always meet strict time demands. It is essential that faculty maintain a
caring, understanding attitude and provide a flexible learning environment that stresses outcomes
over processes" (Gibbons & W entworth, 2002, p. 130).

Table 24
Free Node 13
Free N ode
Comparisons

Description
Comparisons between online learning and oncampus learning.

Integrated Theme
Pedagogy & Learning
Theory

Sample Memo: Overall comparisons between online learning and face-to-face learning. These
comparisons may concern discussion and/or a particular pedagogy, or they may be about learning
styles and/or theory. The comparisons were not limited to a specific aspect o f learning.
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Table 25
Free Node 14
Description

Free N ode
The Ideal

Integrated Theme

Ideal descriptions o f what online learning should look
like.

Sample M em o: The ideal - represents any comments from Subjects regarding the way they think
things should be. These comments are not exclusive to the online learning environment. They
may represent feelings about college in general, learning, pedagogy, etc. Because I made the
ideal such a broad area, m ost o f these data w ill be combined into other existing Free Nodes.
There is really no consensus about what the "ideal" is anyway. Ideal meaning the "one" way to
run an online course. M ost Subjects had all kinds o f notions o f what was ideal and what was
not.
Supporting Literature: Many students suggested that prompt feedback (i.e ., feedback given
within 12 hours from an instructor who visits the course site everyday) gives them a better sense
that they are not alone in cyberspace.

Hara and Kling (1999) state, "The lack o f prompt

feedback from the instructor was certainly a major source o f frustration for students because they
were concerned about their performance" ( f 78).

Table 26
Free Node 15
Free N ode
Culture

Description
Statement regarding culture or subcultures.

Integrated Theme
Culture

Sample M em o: Culture has always been in the back o f my mind when considering online course
retention. I believe that an M U online has an existing culture. This culture is very similar to the
culture that defines many college campuses (i.e ., liberal, conservative, party-school, academically
strong). I hypothesize that this existing culture indoctrinates new students into the online learning
environment. I’ll have to wait and see how this pans out in the research.
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Table 27
Free Node 16
Free N ode

Description

Integrated Theme

Metaphors

Any descriptive metaphors that help to explain online
learning or a Subject’s experiences.

9

Sample Memo: A useful metaphor came from a Subject: The online class is like an orchestra.
The teacher is present and directing, but all o f the participants create m usic. W ithout the
director, there would be no m usic, but neither would there be music if the students did not
contribute. I think this is headed toward pedagogy and learning theory, but at this time I’m not
sure. I w ould like to explore this metaphor and see where it goes.

Table 28
Free Node 17
Free N ode
Online
D iscussions

Description
Characteristics o f online discussions

Integrated Theme
Pedagogy & Learning
Theory

Sample M em o: Any comments that characterize the online discussion format. There were many
comparisons made in this section that w ill be cross-listed with the "comparisons" category.
Supporting Literature: [In online learning] "Total Communication increases and, for many
students, the result seems more intimate, protected, and convenient than the more intimidating
demands o f face-to-face communication with faculty" (Chickering & Ehrmann, 1997, f 11).

Table 29
Free Node 18
Free N ode
Preparedness

Description
Things that helped students prepare for online
courses.

Integrated Theme
Student
Characteristics

Sample M emo: Anv comments associated with how students mav have prepared for the online
leam ing experience. This could also be advice given to new students entering into online
courses. H opefully, this w ill lead me in the direction o f administrative functions and how w ell
the students perceive them. O f course. I’d like to think that our W BL department is at least
partly responsible for online course retention.
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Table 30
Free Node 19
Description

Free N ode
Student
Characteristics

Characteristics about online students

Integrated Theme
Student
Characteristics

Samole M emo: Student characteristics - any information that helps me gain a better picture o f
what these online learners are like (i.e ., what they bring to the online environment). This may
pertain to their particular leam ing style or preferred teaching style. It also could pertain to their
hom e/w ork life (i.e ., how stressful it is). Regardless, online learning does provide a measure o f
flexibility for busy adult learners. This was similar to Subject characteristics, but tried to code
specific things having to do with being a student at M U .

Table 31
Free Node 20
Free N ode
Time

Description
Time here means any relevance to how online

Integrated Theme
Time

learning gives or takes more time and/or how online
leam ing enables more time to think.
Sample M emo: M ore o f a category for m e...this is not directly supported by the data, but is
often indirectly mentioned in terms o f flexibility and convenience; therefore, I want to explore
this further in Stage 2. Time also implies a sense o f freedom when constracting discussion board
postings. Students are not constantly "on the spot" to make a witty and/or intelligent comments.
Supporting Literature:

"Time facilitates learner reflection about new experiences, how those

experiences compare to their current understandings, and how different understandings might
provide learners with improved understandings" (Kanuka & Anderson, 1999, p. 52).

118
Table 32
Free Node 21
Free N ode
Integrated
Leaming

Description
Integrated learning comments. Generally comments
about how integrated learning affects retention.

Integrated Theme

?

Sample Memo: More o f a category for m e...this is not directly supported by the data but
demands further exploration in Stage 2. There haye been quite a few inferences made at the
"ILMs" (Integrated Leam ing M odules) at Marylhurst Uniyersity. These ILMs haye 3 online
courses from different academic disciplines all contained in a single course shell. They proyide
an opportunity for the online students to take the course for 3, 6 or eyen 9 credits. They haye
been successful and popular with the students.

Step 4: Make a Report if Necessary
Reports were made using N6 print options. These reports were hard copy
representations of the coding and memoing process. To complete step six
(formulation of Tree Nodes), the reports were essential. I used the reports to
notice any patterns, repetitions of Free Nodes (i.e., areas where the same text units
were used), and to gain an overall picture of the direction of the research. These
visual representations also helped shape the final model.

Step 5: Look for Larger or "Core Categories" Create Tree Nodes, Then Cut and Paste
Related Free Nodes into Tree Nodes
The 21 Free Nodes (previously displayed as Tables 12-32) became the basis
for the formulation of nine core categories (from this point forward referred to as
Tree Nodes):
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1. Student Characteristics;
2. Fit with College;
3. Online Course Organization;
4. Teacher Characteristics;
5. Teaching Methods;
6. Culture/Subculture;
7. Learning Theory;
8. Snapshot of the Learning Experience; and
9. Investment in Online Learning.
The Tree Nodes were loaded into the N6 program and coded — relevant
Free Nodes and text units were placed under these Tree Nodes to give meaning
and context. Many of the text units will be listed in the next section. Some Free
Nodes were discarded simply because they were not supported by data (i.e., they
could not fit into the Tree Nodes, and did not correspond to existing retention
theory). Other Free Nodes were discarded because they were not directly or
indirectly related to online, course retention. The remaining Free Nodes either
stood alone (i.e., were supported by the data either by sheer volume or researcher
decision), or they were combined with other Free Nodes to make an overarching
Tree Node.
Seven of the Free Nodes {Subject characteristics, GED, AA/AS, move/life
changes, characteristics o f the M U experience, preparedness, and student
characteristics) were explored under the integrated. Tree Node "Student
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Characteristics." Five Free Nodes {online course statements, course
characteristics, teacher characteristics, comparisons, and online discussions) were
explored under the integrated, Tree Node "Pedagogy/Learning Theory." Four
Free Nodes {prior learning assessment, fit, why online?, and persistence) were
explored under the integrated, Tree Node "Fit." The Free Node culture was
explored under the Tree Node "Culture" and the Free Node time was explored
under the Tree Node "Time." Finally, the remaining. Free Nodes the ideal,
metaphors, and integrated learning were discarded due to lack of support.
After coding, I moved the Tree Nodes and Free Nodes into the Research
Course for further exploration. I began to refer to Tree Nodes as "main themes"
and Free Nodes as "sub themes." These themes and subthemes (Table 33)
represent the product of Stage 1 research, and were carried over into Stage 2 for
further exploration. As stated previously, these Tree Nodes were derived from
existing Free Nodes, which were derived mainly from the supporting text units.
However, this was also time for me as the researcher to think about any additional
subthemes, and/or combining multiple Free Nodes into newly titled subthemes.
To achieve this goal, I had to ask myself two major questions. The first of
which targeted the properties and/or "indicators" of the Tree Node. For example,
"When a Subject mentioned ’Fit with the college,’ what word or words provided
meaning to this major category?" The second question dealt with the dimension of
the Tree Node (i.e., a question aimed at judging importance of the subthemes).
For example, "What subthemes appeared to be fundamental to the discussion — so
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fundamental that it would seem inappropriate, regardless of popularity, if they
were left out?"

Table 33
Themes from Stage 1
Integrated/Main Ttiemes (Tree Nodes)

Subthemes

Student Cliaracteristics

Background
Traditional Leaming
Educational Goals

Fit with College

V iew s online as equivalent
Tim e/tim e commitment
Drop policies
Fit and educational goals

Online Course Organization

Clear beginning instmctions
Stmcture and dialogue
Clear writing and schedule
W eekly set-up
Routines

Teacher Characteristics

Patterns o f expectations
Clear and frequent communication
Engage the students

Teaching Methods

Idea transfer
Learning Style
The teachable moment
Community o f teachers

Culture/Subculture

Existence o f culture
Subcultures to decrease class size
Form impression o f colleagues

Learning Theory

Constm ctivist -vs- instm ctivist
Leaming from other students

Snapshot o f the Leaming Experience

Permanent record
Can’t take things back
Track involvement
Repeated use o f courses

Investment in Online Leaming

Student investment
Student involvement
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Granted, the data (both from the Subjects, and from the literature)
supported these decisions, but more importantly, it was a somewhat subjective
process as well. 1 needed to make cuts here, and in the process prioritize and
integrate data. As a final step to ensure integrity, member checks were used to
ensure that all Subjects believed in these themes and subthemes. Before starting
Stage 2, there was not a single dissension. All Subjects were on board and
believed the themes and subthemes shown in Table 33 were representative of their
experiences and the research process.

Step 6: Make Additional Subcategories
as Necessarv and Append/Merge anv
Free Nodes or Subcategories
As the first main category, I coded "Student characteristics" as anything
that defined the Subjects as individuals and provided context to their backgrounds.
The three properties that helped further define student characteristics were
background, traditional learning and educational goals. I found background to be
a very broad category where Subjects spoke of their educational careers, work
careers, personal setbacks, family life, etc. The traditional leaming property
contained information relating to prior educational experience (traditional
classrooms) with persistence in online courses. Finally, the educational goals
category contained all comments correlating the attainment of goals to the
persistence in online education. Here are some examples from the data with the
"Researcher Memo" explaining the subtheme in greater detail (i.e., strictly for the
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reader), and the "Response" representing answers given to support the various
subthemes.
Subject characteristics: Background.
Researcher Memo; The property "background" describes the rather
tumultuous educational-careers, work-careers and very busy lives of
online students at Marylhurst University. Many of our students are
in transition (i.e., changing jobs, moving to a new geographic
location, going through a divorce, or similar life change). Based on
the data, it appears that background is a key factor in leading to the
convenience of online learning.
Response #1: That was eight years ago, I have since moved 6
times, transferred to 6 different colleges and in the process lost more
credits then I kept. I have 182 credit hours, but no four-year
degree.
Response #2: 1 am married, have no children and my husband and I
both work long hours. I am currently a management accountant for
a steamship line, and my career goal is to finish my bachelors,
obtain a m aster’s in accounting, then sit for my CPA. Upon
receiving CPA certification I would like to become a forensic
accountant.
Response #3: I retired (early) from AT&T after a 28-year career.
But I ’m not good at retirement. I worked for a while for a local
consulting company, and an opportunity to teach in one of the
technical programs at PCC came my way. I did that for 4 years as
an adjunct, and became a facilitator for Subject Area Committees
who were reworking their curricula into outcome-based programs.
Subject characteristics: Traditional learning.
Researcher M emo: Does experience as a traditional, on-campus
student provide the necessary experience to persist online? Perhaps,
students develop a better understanding of the college experience and
know what to expect online. Would it be good policy to restrict
online courses to those students only having some traditional, oncampus experience? Here are two responses concerning pursuing a
degree in a "traditional fashion."
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Response # \ \ When people ask me about my degree experience I
always tell them that I feel if someone has not pursued a degree in
the traditional fashion first that they may want to think twice before
going strictly to the online forum. I feel I would have had a lot
more struggles if I had not done traditional college first and gained
experience from there before going to the online forum.
Response #2: Maybe, web-enhanced learning is the key here. In
web-enhanced learning, there are on-campus meetings mixed with
online components. My only problem with this is I think you told
us that the web-enhanced courses at Marylhurst have lower course
retention rates than the online courses.
Subject characteristics: Educational goals.
Researcher M em o: What about educational goals? All Subjects
seem to be driven to a specific educational goal, which in turn helps
them accomplish career goals. Most Subjects supported the claim
that clear educational goals created a highly motivated student —
thus, a student better able to persist online.
Response # \ \ I complete online course for two reasons. 1) Online
was the only way I was going to get my degree in a timely manor.
2) I don’t give up on something I start unless I have a very good
reason - not liking it is not a good reason to me.
Response #2: I plan to go back to school for my m aster’s degree
here in the near future. I will look into both virtual and traditional
options again when the time comes. I believe they both have good
and bad points about them.
"Fit with the college" is the second theme. This theme was defined by data
suggesting that the Subject viewed online learning as equivalent to on-campus
learning, mentioned the time commitment factor in online learning, discussed the
drop policies, and/or correlated the concept of fit with the attainment of
educational goals.
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Fit with the college: Equivalency.
Researcher M emo: Concerning equivalency, I asked several
Subjects, "How are you treated as an online student at Marylhurst?
What is the level of service for technical assistance, student services
(financial aid, registrar’s office, etc.), teaching, etc.?" Thus, the
category is more about perceived equivalency.
Response #1: I have experienced Marylhurst online courses to be
given the same respect as a classroom class. The expectation is to
achieve a high standard whether it be online or in the classroom.
All my needs are meet using the computer no matter what
department or course 1 am trying to communicate with.
Response #2: If there is any reaction, it’s one of wonder - that
someone would enjoy an online class. Anyone who has taken an
online class knows it’s not easier or less educational. Anyone who
hasn’t taken an online class doesn’t seem to carry any prejudice
against online class, except the technologically challenged.
Fit with the college: Time and time commitment.
Researcher M emo: Time. A very important element of "fit." It
appears that online courses give students the added element of time.
This added element of time can translate to more time to "think,"
more time with family, more time at a job, and even more
thoughtful course participation. Here are some examples;
Response # 1 : ...Online discussions give you time to think.
Response #2: Online learning provides me with time to spend with
my family.
Response #3: I have a demanding job and can still find time for
school because showing up is flexible. I can do it when I can do it.
Response #4: Being able to stay on task is less stressful and gives
one more time to provide thoughtfully produced work.
Researcher M emo: On the other hand, time appears to be both a
blessing and a curse. Here is a quote from a Subject that spent too
much time trying to decipher cryptic messages. This was from an
online course experience outside of Marylhurst University.
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Response #5: In an online situation (with another university), I have
that time to read but eouldn’t follow his train of thought to save my
soul. I never completed that course. I wanted to, and if I ’d had the
time, I might have gone to get some supporting materials and
enhance the lesson myself, but time was one of the reasons I was
taking it online. Very frustrating.
Fit with the college: Drop policies.
Researcher M emo: Drop policies concerning online courses can
affect whether or not a student will persist. Working adults do not
like throwing their money away. The discussion around drop
policies quickly became more about the costs associated with online
education. One Subject noted a reason for persistence was financial,
and several others supported this claim.
Response #1: The second factor that kicks in here is cost. If I sign
up for a community college class and bail out. I ’m out a couple of
hundred dollars. If I do this at Marylhurst, I ’m probably out a
$1,000 or more.
Fit with the college: Fit and educational goals.
Researcher M emo: The word "fit" can mean many things. Through
the data, "fit" meant how well online learning suits the lives of
Marylhurst online students, and to what degree this helps them attain
their educational goals in a daily existence that may involve multiple
roles. Two Subjects summed it up in the following passages.
Response #1: It works well for me. It is a matter of convenience, I
suppose, due to my discomfort with night driving, but it also helps
me meet my life goal within the parameters of the rest of my life. I
have a demanding job and can still find time for school because
showing up is flexible.
Response #2: At least with an online class I can physically be with
my kids. I can do my homework when I am making them do
homework, or when they are watching TV or playing. It really goes
back to the day care thing. I already need someone home for them
from 2:30pm on. I work full time, so I do not want to sacrifice any
more time away for blocks of classes.
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Course organization is the third theme and deals primarily with the logistics
and set-up of the course materials. The properties were structure and dialogue —
this pertains to the balance of structure and dialogue provided by the instructor,
clear writing, weekly discussion boards, routines, and clear beginning instructions.
This theme also included many of the "good" and "bad" comments about online
courses. Any clues to help me better understand the make-up of an online course
were included.
Course organization: Structure and dialogue.
Researcher M emo: A prominent voice in distance learning said that
courses must have a balance between structure and dialogue. These
are two vital elements that help define "course organization."
Structure is necessary to help organize the course; however, too
much structure can stifle dialogue. Dialogue is important in online
courses because most of the course is conducted on the discussion
board. Too much dialogue without the necessary structural elements
creates mass confusion, and students often have to help each other
out. Here are two excerpts from Subjects with a clear understanding
of both structure and dialogue.
Response #1: Feedback from teachers was a large complaint with
our group. For the most part instructors didn’t participate too
heavily in the discussion board talks. They only graded our papers
and made comments to them if needed. Actual grades were slow to
come as well so you didn’t know if you were on track or not.
Response #2: There were some teachers who were excellent. They
were out there posting right along with us and giving us good solid
feedback in a timely basis. My experience would have been mueh
better if this were more the norm than the exception. I was left to
feel that I paid a large amount of money to have peers teach me and
I teach them as well.
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Course organization: Clear writing.
Researcher M emo: It seemed that many Subjects could forgive a
sloppy course (i.e., couldn’t find things right away) as long as when
they did find things, they were clearly written. There is also the
connection between clear writing and clear thinking.
Response #1: In fact, I think most people in general are more
careful when they communicate in writing. I can often go through a
discussion board and read back on what a person has said and get a
clearer picture of who they are and what they think.
Response #2: The very act of writing forces articulation. (I don’t
mean "forces" as a violent thing. It just makes it happen.) Skillful
questioning by the instructor and exposure to many points of view
also gave me fuel for the fire of my own integration and taking the
knowledge a step further.
Course organization: Weeklv discussion boards.
Researcher Memo: The Subjects supported the use of course
templates to improve course organization. Course templates provide
a measure of "built-in" organization. Therefore, it would be
practically impossible for instructors to be given a poorly established
course. Most of the online students experience these templated
courses (Response # \)\ others experience courses that "lack
continuity" (i.e., not consistent with the look and feel of other
templated courses), which is described in Response #2.
Response #1: I ’m not sure if all courses are set-up this way;
however, the best thing I ’ve seen an instructor do is set-up the
course in a weekly format. This was so easy to understand and
follow.
Response #2: I ’ve heard of courses that have a similar look and
feel, but I have yet to see any of the courses. I think this is a very
good idea and have been disappointed by the lack of continuity that I
have seen.
Course organization: Routines.
Researcher Memo: Subjects noted the importance of instructors
establishing course routines (i.e., think of "routines" as policies and
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procedures for working in an online course). These routines help
ground the students, and give them a sense of security. The
following quotes are from students describing routines they would
like to see in an online syllabus.
Response #1: I will post the week’s lesson on Friday. Your
assignment is due on Tuesday, and your comments on others’
postings are due no later than Friday. 1 will be online normally at
least at such and such a time and day (actually several periods over
the week).
Response #2: Clearly established routines help me navigate the
course during the term. Without these routines, I am completely
lost. There is a lot of freedom in online learning. I can experience
the course whenever I want to. Without these routines, I might be
more apt to neglect the expectations and do other stuff.
Course organization: Clear beginning instructions.
Researcher M emo: It was often mentioned that online courses must
have clear beginning instructions. I suppose this would be especially
important for new online students. I try to encourage this in our
instructors. Clear beginning instructions often set the tone for the
course and tell the student right away if the course is well organized
or not. In the following excerpt, a Subject describes her ideal
situation.
Response #1: Heaven—At the beginning of class, see all of the
assignments for the term, along with their due dates; see detailed
instructions for communications expectations; see how each
assignment will be evaluated; know what to expect from the
instructor, when he will be online, what his participation will be.
During the term. I ’d like to see regular and cogent feedback on what
needs improving. I generally get all of those things in a classroom,
and I ’ll be darned if I can see why they couldn’t be provided online
as well.
Teacher characteristics is the fourth theme and deals primarily with the
attributes of online teachers and how these attributes translate into student
persistence. The properties were patterns o f expectations — this pertains to how
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clear communication leads to the establishment of routines, clear and frequent
communication, and the ability of the instructors to engage the students in
meaningful ways. This theme also included many of the "good" and "bad"
comments about online instructors.
Teacher characteristics: Patterns of expectations.
Researcher M emo: In qualitative research work, the discovery of
buzzwords often helps communicate ideas to the general community
to which you are writing. When speaking of favorably of "teacher
characteristics," a Subject mentioned the "pattern of expectations."
Response #1: As I mentioned above, < the students > role-modeled
the behavior she < the teacher > was looking for, and most of us
responded in kind. Pretty quickly, we fell into a pattern o f
expectations and engaged with each other even when she deliberately
held back awhile to make us engage with each other. But she led
the way first. What it does for the students is help them understand
a) what is expected and b) what success looks like. It also makes
you want to log on and participate, knowing there is likely to be
something new there.
Teacher eharacteristics: Clear and frequent communication.
Researcher M emo: I kept hearing this phrase "clear and frequent."
However, I really had no idea what the Subjects meant by it. Most
of the follow-up questions contained some referenced to defining
(give indicators) of "clear" and "frequent" communication. Some
developed their opinions into policy statements.
Response #1: Policy statement: Instructors will reply to online
postings requiring edits, corrections, clarification or answers within
24 hours. They will post at least one message per week to each
online student. These postings would be of the encouraging/
clarifying/redirecting persuasion.
Response #2: I would say the key to "clear" communication in an
online environment is the initial setting of expectations in the
syllabus. If we have a map to where we are going, we are all more
likely to get there. "Frequent" communication is once a week for
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students doing well in the environment, but may mean daily
exchanges for students having trouble with the material or format.
Some teachers may not be willing to do that, and should notbe
included in on line staff in my opinion. The teacher has to be as
committed to our success as we students are. It is not an "easy A"
for us, nor should it be one for them.
Teacher characteristics: Engage the students.
Researcher M emo: Some may say that to engage online students,
you need to ask the right types of questions. Others might say it’s
based more on "structure or course policies." I have been to many
seminars on online learning and hosted a few myself. The question
I am most asked is, "How can I engage the students in the learning
process? 1 post questions but the discussion doesn’t go anywhere." 1
have to admit to telling them, "Make it mandatory (i.e., count as
part of their grade) that they post and reply a certain number of
times. In addition, have a word-count that helps students monitor
how long their response should b e ." Students believe in
"engagement," they just are not sure of how to go aboutit.
Response
Requiring me to make "x" amount of posts or post of
"x" word length is not engaging to me at all. I believe that if
instructors want to engage their students then they have to be there,
comment, and make new statements themselves. If an instructor has
a passion for what they are learning and they let that passion show
through the students will be there following freely without the need
for posting policies.
Response #2: The classes that 1 have seen have the most successful
engagement of the students required students to respond to at least
one of their compatriot’s postings (whether a short essay, an answer
to a weekly question from the teacher or an article to share) during
each week. Over the course of the term we all got to read
commentary from each other class member as we determined which
entry we would respond to. The best results came at the end o f the
week when the teacher would tell us how well we had taught each
other and fill in any blanks they saw in the overall picture. We
were ensured to get the best of our own interaction and know we
had gained all the knowledge the teacher wanted us to have that
way.
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Teaching methods is the fifth theme and deals primarily with the online
pedagogy, and what if any methods translate into student persistence. The
properties were idea transfer, learning style, teachable moment, and community o f
learners. This theme also included many of the "good" and "bad" comments about
online teaching methodologies.
Teaching methods: Idea transfer.
Researcher M em o: Many Subjects noted the pluses and minuses
about working with the discussion board. The first major property
was the concept of "idea transfers." In a line of questioning during
Stage I, I asked a particular Subject if online courses reduce the
learning experience to "data transfer." After all, it is just a bunch of
text, transmitted via the Internet, right?
The Subjects noted that it was not the transfer of "data" but the
"transfer o f ideas." In classrooms, the discussion can often be
centered-around a few people, emotions, pinions...otherwise —
WORDS. In classroom situations, it’s often hard to formulate these
WORDS into "ideas." Unfortunately, this topic area had little
support and was by no means saturated to the point of moving it as a
property of "Teaching Methods." This was a mistake on my part —
influenced by my own bias; I thought more information would come
out of this subcategory, but it never developed.
Teaching methods: Learning stvle.
Researcher M em o: Through my anecdotal research over the years, I
know that instructors dispute whether there is such thing as a
"learning style," and how to use this information even if they do
agree with the concept. Many Subjects noted the relevance of online
learning because it caters specifically to their learning style — not so
much the teacher, but the actual act of online learning. Here are
some examples provided in the data.
Response #1: Another thing I like about online classes is that I can
indulge my long intellectual digestion phase — I take a long time to
reflect on things and make them my own. Because I ’m a slow
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thinker, people who are very quick with opinions and analysis of
something w e’ve just read in a live class sometimes intimidate me.
Response # 2 : In an online course I can break the pieces of the
information up, get up, move around as I need, work on the
assignments in pieces...or at my own pace. If I am not in a "handson" learning situation, then I struggle with my focus of processing
the new information. So the online classroom allows for me to learn
in a way that is effective for me!
Response # 3 : One of the greatest things I have learned is that we all
have different learning styles. 1 knew that on one level from my
former education, but here I saw first hand how it works and what
an advantage it can be in the learning process. In our discussion
group and in the class discussions, the input came from so many
angles. I read what some of the class members said and was amazed
at the value in those contributions.
Teaching methods: The teachable moment.
Researcher M emo: When describing the discussion board, many
Subjects noted the fact that you can take your time, observe w hat’s
going on, and then post a message. It is almost as if students are
waiting for just the right time. I like to call this the "teachable
moment." In classroom situations, it is an art form saved for only
the best teachers. The "teachable moment" is not easy to discern.
It is the fine line between letting students learn from each other and
stepping in to "teach." In a classroom situation, it is difficult
because the pace of the course often gets out of hand. W hether or
not teachers are taking advantage of the teachable moment is
disputable.
Response #1: Instructors all have their own way of teaching in
online classes. Since I have taken so many online courses, I have
literally discussed this with several of them just sort of off the cuff.
They all seem to teach the same way we as students interact and
learn. Meaning, they read through response threads as a whole, and
then interject where necessary. This seems very similar to the way
teachers teach in classroom situations.
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Teaching methods: Community of teachers.
Researcher M em o: Many Subjects mentioned that in online learning
there is an "...inherent reality that many students must teach each
other." This is due to the simple fact that even a great instructor is
not online all the time. Since the primary modality of teaching is
via the discussion board, many students communicate with each
other directly; thus, online learning may occur if a teacher is present
or not.
Response #1: A recent buzzword in higher education has been
"community of learners." Essentially, it’s better to create a
community of learners, where students learn from one another.
However, I prefer the term "Community of Teachers" for online
learning.
Response #T. The Web is truly an accurate description of the social
structure of the Internet environment. Its very nature provides for
side-to-side or student-to-student interaction. Side to side interaction
produces a community of teachers.
Response # 3 : In face-to-face classes, students are usually seated etc.
That structure is teacher dependent and fairly fixed in nature. I have
had teachers who sit down and who encourage discussion, but the
focus is still on the teacher and the teacher-class relationship. The
power structure in a face-to-face environment is from the top down.
In the rare case where an instructor of a face-to-face class had the
unique ability to get students to learn from each other, one student
made arrangements not to attend because he said he w asn’t getting
anything out of the class. It’s a pity. We might have learned
something from each other. This very process of learning from
other students is what makes online classes effective.
The online class is structured by the teacher, but in a very different
way. (If the instructor structures the class "from the top down"
after the pattern of the face-to-face class, then the student
experiences the static, text-based and content driven class. Without
the visual and perhaps theatrical aspects of the face-to-face a topdown online class is boring). The online class is like an orchestra.
The teacher is present and directing, but all of the participants create
music. Without the director, there would be no music, but neither
would there be music if the students did not contribute.
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Culture/Subculture is the sixth theme and deals primarily with the online
existence and/or development of online culture. The properties were pre-existence
o f culture, subcultures to decrease class size (i.e., subdividing the larger group
into smaller, independent groups), and/or/n impression o f colleagues.
Culture/subculture: Existence of culture.
Researcher M emo: I brought into the study the belief that online
learning has a pre-existing culture at Marylhurst. This bias implies
that there are so many on-campus students who take online courses
as well - that sense of culture is transferred into the online
environment. Much of what is the Marylhurst experience (i.e., that
special something about Marylhurst University) is somehow
transferred to the online experience. The Subjects had different
notions of the existence of culture.
Response # 1 : I ’m thinking of culture in terms of personality and
values that show up in discussions, about the level of freedom of
expression that students feel, and the role that the instructor takes. I
see that the teacher sets a tone that becomes the classroom culture,
whether it’s online or not.
Response #2: I see a strong cultural element at Marylhurst. It is
very different from the culture of the college I attended 30 years
ago. There is an opeimess to life experiences at Marylhurst. That
is so refreshing to have people - students and faculty - respect my
process and me as an individual. At Marylhurst, critical thinking
doesn’t mean demeaning or belittling other students. From what I
have seen, the faculty is a support group for the students. And there
is a willingness to foster individual choice and creativity within the
requirements of the college. I have designed two of my own courses
under the direction of interested and dedicated faculty members so
that I can gain the most value from my experience at Marylhurst.
Culmre/subculture: Subcultures to decrease class size.
Researcher M emo: When discussing persistence, many Subjects
were quick to point to the fact that Marylhurst online courses are
small in size. I believe that most of our undergraduate, online
courses enroll from 5-15 students. With that number, someone
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reading the results of this research might say something like, "Well,
of course you’re going to retain students with class sizes so small.
Tell me something I don’t know! W e’re a big college and can’t run
small classes." The answer (as suggested by research Subjects)
might be to use subculture to decrease the class size.
Response # 1 : ...the second successful class I took at Marylhurst was
much larger; I think there were 30-40 participants. But we rather
bonded into groups of similar interests and developed mutual interest
cultures in that manner.
Response # 2 : The word cliques by using private emails possibly is
there but through my experience it was a way to advise me from
other students offering direction of help to make my participation
more beneficial for all in the class. There were private emails also
that would let me in on if a classmate was interested in becoming
study partners, etc.
Culture/subculture: Form impression of colleagues.
Researcher M em o: In online learning, are you better able to form
impressions of your colleagues? I often email with colleagues from
other universities around the country. They find out about my
research and we start emailing on a regular basis. I have to admit,
sometimes I form these very vivid impressions of who they are...just
like I do when I read books. I end up knowing so much about
them, way more than if we just talked on the phone or bumped into
each other once and awhile. I remember one person in particular.
We had quite an online relationship, but when we actually met at the
W ebCT conference, we did not have much to say. We already
knew everything about each other! It was so strange. Here are two
responses from data.
Response #1: I ’ve found that I learn more about people online
because we discuss a Subject in more depth. Chatting in person is
important, too, but it doesn’t give one the chance to give a full
opinion the way e-mail and online discussion does. I give a more
detailed opinion online.
Response #2: I think yes you get to "know" people better because
each of us has to post discussion answers or thoughts. In a
classroom some people never let their thoughts be known for
whatever reason, so you don’t get to engage with their "thought"
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process. I did get to meet someone that I had in an online class, in
a real classroom. My impression of the person was lukewarm
online and in person I found them to be delightful.
Learning theory is the seventh theme and deals primarily with the "why" of
online pedagogy. Essentially, what theoretical position justifies using a specific
teaching methodology? The properties were constructivist versus instmctivist and
leam ing from other students. The evidence supporting further exploration in
learning theory was not as robust as other categories.
Learning theorv: Constructivist versus instmctivist.
Researcher M emo: Constructivism is a philosophy of learning
founded on the premise that, by reflecting on our experiences, we
construct our own understanding of the world in which we live.
Each of us generates our own "rules" and "mental models," which
we use to make sense of our experiences. Learning, therefore, is
simply the process of adjusting our mental models to accommodate
new experiences. Many students observed and supported the use of
constructivism; however, many contradicted their zeal for
constructivism by advocating a great deal of organization, structure
and involvement from the instructor.
Response #1: I would hope for a little more than that, or I could sit
down with the Harvard 5-foot bookshelf and the instructional guide
that goes along with that and call myself liberally educated. I look
to my professors to provide me some direction about what in the
material I ’m studying is generally regarded as important and to
stimulate discussion about those things and anything else that anyone
in the class finds striking. My experience at Marylhurst has been
very positive in this regard.
Response #2: Often times it seems like students are making
significant contributions to the course. This can be in terms of
general discussion, asking important questions, helping other
students understand concepts, and even contributing to the content of
the course. In online situations, students have a better chance of
changing the "course" of action - this is due to the fact that
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instructors aren’t always around to dictate the exact direction a
course will take.
Learning theory: Learning from other students.
Researcher M emo: Many Subjects noted the fact that online
learning is great because they get to learn from other students. If
the teacher is not there, learning still occurs.
Response
I also learn from other students. My classmates have
such varied backgrounds that we each bring a different perspective
to the same material. This almost inevitably happens in a face-toface class; I think it takes a little more effort to make it happen in an
online class. But it is one of the things that makes a successful class
in any venue. And I have heard more than one professor comment
that he/she had learned as much from the class as they did from
him/her.
Snapshot of the learning experience is the eighth theme and deals primarily
with how W ebCT captures and records all online course interactions. Essentially,
whatever happens in the course is electronically documented throughout the term,
and then cataloged by the instructor. The properties were permanent record, can’t
take things back, tracking involvement, and repeated use o f the courses.
Snapshot of the experience: Permanent record.
Researcher M emo: I didn’t expect this category — it was a total
surprise. Online learning using WebCT creates a permanent (or at
least semi-permanent) record of what happens in the course. With
on-campus learning, students may take some notes but often times,
carmot remember what happened in class last week. In the online
format (especially if it’s set-up in weeks), discussion topics are
easily found by taking a look back at the discussion board and/or
private mail. The course content is available throughout the term.
Many instructors are moving their on-campus courses to the "webenhanced" format for that very reason.
Response #1: Permanent records were great for me. There were
times I forgot something and looked through the files to find the
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information I wanted with ease. Also many papers I wrote
encompassed statements from others papers or discussion postings to
bring more of a personal touch to our experiences. Permanent
records in my opinion are a big plus for that very reason.
Response # 2\ I took one class where the teacher pointed out that we
as a class had created two great resources, an annotated bibliography
and definitions of course terms. I downloaded and printed both
documents. I often compose offline and COPY (rather than cut) and
paste so I have a record of my own documents. I have also
downloaded messages that had particular relevance to me. In one of
those, I told another student about my first online class.
Snapshot of the experience: Can’t take things back.
Researcher M emo: Often times, students and instructors say things
they wish they could take back. On-campus situations allow students
and teachers to approach the offended person after class or make it
right during class.
Response # 1 : I can relate to this one, too. I once posted a flip
response to someone’s post, then immediately started to worry that it
would be taken wrong. No one on the board said a word, and the
person to whom I ’d directed the comment did not respond or make
another posting. After about 3 days of stewing I used private e-mail
to write the person and tell him I hope I hadn’t offended, that I had
simply meant it to be funny. He answered that he’d been way too
busy to even check in, but would keep my comments in mind when
he did. Then he sent a message with the "tongue sticking out" silly
face, so I knew it was OK. But it is difficult. Face to face, you can
see what effect your remarks are having, and it’s very difficult to
gauge that in typed messages. It’s something you really have to be
sensitive to.
Snapshot of the experience: Tracking involvement.
Researcher M emo: MU online faculty can track a student’s every
move in WebCT. Instructors have full access to tracking data,
which reveals how many times students have logged into a course,
how much they have read and posted, etc. Often times, this prompts
teachers to send tardy students an email or a call to see how they are
doing.
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Response #1: I happened along the information that they tracked
every move that you did and had a time log of how long you were
on the course. I was taken aback and furious when a teacher made a
comment about how much time I log in.
I was not one to log in minimally; I did it every night to keep
abreast with posts and comments. I think this information is
uimecessary and an invasion of my space. If I was one to not log on
to my class much by nature and I knew this information. I would
log on while I was surfing the web and randomly click classes and
posts every so often just to appease the time log.
Response #2\ I don’t log on for the teacher. I log on for me. It
should not matter how much time I spend logged on, as most of the
work is done off line anyway. It should only matter that I have met
the requirements in a timely manner. If they want to use the data of
how long we spend on line to improve the quality o f their
instruction, or to see if a student is in trouble, I have no quarrel
with that. For a teacher to tell me I am not spending enough time
logged in, however, if I am meeting requirements, is out of line
entirely.
Snapshot of the experience: Repeated use of courses.
Researcher M em o: At the end of each term, instructors are
encouraged to "backup" their courses and save them onto their
personal computers. This keeps a permanent record of the course
interactions. After the instructors have been informed, the courses
are "reset." Resetting erases all traces of students being in the
course. This resetting of the courses does not erase all the course
content, websites, discussion board set-up, assignments, etc. After
resetting, all blank course-shells are archived to our server. Next
time the course runs, the Marylhurst University Web-based Learning
department simply uploads the latest "blank" version — instant
course!
Response # \ \ I know that Marylhurst University reuses online
courses. I discovered this through conversations I had with my
instructor. We just started talking about how online courses are set
up, and he told us he "inherited" the course. At first, I thought that
sounded pretty strange. However, after I thought about it for a
while, it sounded like a very sensible thing to have happen. Why
invent the wheel? It’s not like he was absolutely forbidden to
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change anything. Plus, the whole concept is rather unique to online
learning.
Investment is the ninth and final theme produced by the Subjects’ data.
This topic addresses the level of investment associated with online learning and if
this investment has any connection to online course retention. The properties were
student investment and student involvement.
Investment: Student investment.
Researcher M emo: When asked specifically about retention, many
Subjects implied that the investment in the learning process was just
too great to quit. Online courses demand more time than expected
and students were simply in too deep.
Response # \ : Online does push for self-motivation. If you don’t
have it when you start you are left with two options 1) learn it, or 2)
dropout. This may sound harsh; however, reality sometimes is. It
is a lot easier to not log into the computer than it is to not go to a
physical class.
Response # 2 : In my opinion being an online student takes the same
self-motivation that starting your own business takes. No one is
going to do it for you so you better get to what needs to be done or
it w on’t happen.
Investment: Student involvement.
Researcher M emo: Some of the comments from certain Subjects
made me wonder if there should be strict, school-wide policies
concerning how often online students must check into their courses.
This would assure that students are at least logging into the course,
but will not assure that they are participating and/or learning.
Response # 1 : Like I said smdent involvement is an added element,
an enhancement, not the whole platform. The learning experience in
the face-to-face class I had had a lot of student involvement and
experiences to draw from. The instructor was there to question,
guide, and show us.
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Response #2\ Students have a richer encounter when they both teach
and learn. Involvement and participation enhance the learning
experience and are essential elements of Marylhurst online classes.
When there is a high level of shared experience, and personal
contribution more of the student is invested in the online community
creating a greater probability of completing the course.

Professional Review: Stage 1
As stated in chapter 3, the review process brought an expert in at each stage
of analysis to provide support, monitor the process and to ask critical questions.
The professional reviewer neither read and interpreted data, nor made judgments
that might influence the researcher’s findings.
During Stage 1 professional review, the collection and analysis process was
reviewed — both proposed actions and what actually occurred. This was done
using documents pertaining to the "audit trail." The discussion began with a
review of the sample group and then progressed into a step-by-step review of the
collection and analysis process. The conversation focused on the development of
initial themes and subthemes and how the process should be documented to ensure
that other researchers could understand the flow, logic, and decision-making that
occurred to move from Stage 1 to Stage 2. Dr. McVay-Lynch served as the
external reviewer and gave her approval on the process.

Research Question #2

Stage 2: How do the properties (main attributes) of each category relate
and/or interconnect, and how do these relationships lead to the development of a
core category?

143
The research process for Stage 2 involved three steps. These steps were
used to report the findings.
1. Clarification of Subject feedback - assigning value and importance
2. Axial coding - connecting properties using dimensions
3. Narrow the themes and subthemes to the core category and its central
themes.
While Stage 1 focused on generating categories and subcategories, Stage 2
addressed these new categories and built interconnectedness between them.
Characterized by public, asynchronous, group discussions between the Subjects and
me, stage two lasted 2 weeks with an additional week set aside for clarification
and/or elaboration if necessary. During this second stage, specific Subjects were
asked to clarify their responses around specific subthemes.
The subthemes were established for each main theme in an attempt to better
understand, define, and explore their properties. (Note; At this point, properties
and subthemes are the same thing.) In order to do this, the concept of
"dimension" was introduced into the research course and process. Essentially, I
wanted to find out what exactly the Subjects meant (i.e., how they would define
the properties), how important they were in relation to each other and the model as
a whole, and if any connections could be discovered. The major products of Stage
2 were the "core category" and the model itself — a model that not only showed
more than just important factors in online course retention, but how these factors
intercormect and relate. The core category was used to help construct the model,
which was then brought to Stage 3 for final validation.
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Step 1: Clarification of Subject
Feedback - Assigning Value
and Importance
Figure 12 provides an example of how these subthemes were established as
discussion threads. For example, Idea Transfer, Learning Styles and the Teachable
Moment are the subthemes for the major theme "Teaching Methods." My initial
posting (e.g., Vince Schreck -RES101 200301) on March 26, 2003 contained
seven messages. In Learning Style, Subject 1 directly replied to the original
message; otherwise, the Subjects interacted freely with each other.
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O c t o b e r 31, 2 0 0 3 6 :0 2 p m

Re: L e a r n i n g S t y l e
Re: L e a r n i n g S ty le

Re: L e a r n i n g S ty le
Re: L e a r n i n g S ty le
Re: L e a r n i n g S ty le

Figure 12. Teaching methods — Establishing properties in a larger theme.

In the context o f the conversation, I too interacted freely usually offering
"essential questions" (i.e., questions aimed at answering the research questions),
but would initiate "probing-questions" (i.e., questions aimed at gathering specific
information or used to clarify comments) whenever necessary. The main goal for
me was axial coding — interconnecting categories at the property and dimension
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level. Essentially, I was trying to notice connections in order to put together a
theoretical model, and not just list a bunch of considerations for online course
retention.
Dimensionalizing properties was a two-step process. The first step was
capturing the true indicators — the subthemes that really defined the main
categories. In the second step, the connections were observed. On the pages to
follow are all major themes and subthemes with notes concerning their importance
and support. If a subtheme was "supported," it meant there was sufficient
evidence gathered from the research process, existing literature and the
researcher’s judgment for the subtheme to be considered as part of the final model.
If subthemes were "unsupported," it did not mean they were unimportant in
relation to online course retention. It simply meant there was insufficient evidence
in this particular study, and thus pulled from the final model.
How was "sufficient evidence" judged? It certainly was not an objective
process that was "...reduced to precise, statistical relationships" (Hatch, 2002, p.
224) or an analysis rubric. Rather, judging sufficient evidence was an ongoing,
subjective, and complex process. Considering many methods, usually not in a
linear process, I asked myself the following questions.
• Does external research support the concepts?
• Do statements found in the data support the concepts?
• Do the concepts address the research questions?
• Did the Subjects agree with the judgments?
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After considering these questions, I made the final judgment concerning
whether there was sufficient or insufficient data. The following section
summarizes the process of defining properties and assigning value.

Student Characteristics
• Background - unsupported
• Traditional Learning - unsupported
• Educational Goals - supported with a high level of importance
In looking at background, my line of questioning aimed at trying to
associate anything within the students’ backgrounds to persistence in online
courses. I explored everything from a student’s computer experience to whether or
not they felt supported by their family. Traditional learning looked at the
association (which one student made) between having some traditional college work
before taking online classes, and being able to complete online courses.
Essentially, if this were true, students without any prior on-campus experience
would ultimately struggle with online education. This was not the case. The only
property under "Student characteristics" with support was educational goals.
All data led me to believe that the attainment of educational goals was a
vital part of the course retention issue at MU. As a matter of fact, educational
goals emerged as one of four central variables in explaining the MU phenomenon.
In the final model, educational goals simply became the variable "motivation." In
N6, I started doing word searches for "motivation" and the searches kept bringing
me to coded text files under educational goals.
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Subject response: When I started noticing how single, online
courses could add up to a degree, I started to become motivated
toward a goal of completing my degree online.
Subject response: I was never motivated toward a goal of
graduating from Marylhurst. Motivation came when I realized I
could do it mostly online. I just never imagined that I could get this
much education online. Despite the convenience, 1 would have
never taken it seriously if it didn’t seem like Marylhurst
administrators, faculty and students also take it seriously. Obviously
by how well the courses are run, it’s taken seriously by all.
Plainly stated, MU students are highly motivated toward completing their
degree no matter their age. More importantly, and this will be investigated
further, motivation is closely related to the students’ "belief in an organized
system" that will help them meet their goals. As stated by one student.
I ’ve taken online classes with other institutions. It was just a big
mess. Y ou’re organized at MU. Even though the courses are
mainly "stand alone" (i.e., meaning not part of a cohort degree
program), they all fit very nicely into most degree programs.
K. Moore et al. (2002) cited "Got behind and couldn’t catch up; Couldn’t
handle study plus responsibilities; and Lack of motivation" (p. 9) as the three top
reasons why students do not complete online courses. Identifying educational goals
can help students juggle the many responsibilities in life, and as noted in this
study, can help students stay motivated in their online courses.

Fit with College
• Views online as equivalent - supported
• Time/time commitment - supported
• Drop policies - unsupported
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• Fit and educational goals - supported
Views online as equivalent was simply a way for the students to say that
online learning is taken seriously at MU, and in no way is viewed as "lesser than"
the classroom experience. M. G. Moore and Kearsley (1996) state,
One of the major concerns of administrators responsible for distance
education programs is equivalence. They want to be sure that
courses offered by distance education meet the same standards of
teaching and provided the same learning opportunities as any
traditional class in any system or institution, (p. 182)
A recent research article compared retention rates between two sections of
the same course — one online section, and one face-to-face section. Neuhauser
(2002) reported retention rates of 84% for both sections, which was partially
attributed to "...equivalent learning activities" (p. 99) for both online and face-toface learners.
Time/time commitment spoke mainly to the amount of time that students
save by taking an online course, and due to the nature of an online course the more
time to spend with family at home. Later, views online as equivalent and
Time/time commitment were both usurped in a larger variable called "meeting the
needs." It was very important to the Subjects that online courses were offered to
meet their needs. Most felt that online courses were a way of MU showing that
they are contemporary, and in touch with what students need and want.
Washington State had the highest online course retention rates for community
colleges (71%) in this study. In the Washington community college system, 82%
of online students take courses because they offer the "Flexibility to Take Courses
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at a Convenient Time" and (68%) because of "Family Concerns" (Valdez, 2001, p.
31).
The drop policies discussion centered around trying to find out if colleges
added strict drop policies to their online courses, and if this would improve
retention. If colleges are struggling with online course retention, perhaps they
should initiate a drop-fee on top of money they will already lose from dropping the
class. None of the Subjects supported this idea, and the initial discussion was a
Subject just making a suggestion. All Subjects agreed that the drop policies should
be made clear on an administrative level (i.e., meaning the policy is formulated by
Marylhurst University, and cannot be altered within the context of the course).
Fit and educational goals was an overlap of much of the discussion that
occurred in the educational goals property. N6 analysis revealed much of the
coded data overlapping with similar Free Nodes. As stated previously, this was a
supported sub theme and was put under the variable motivation.

Online Course Organization
• Clear beginning instructions - supported
• Structure and dialogue - supported
• Clear writing and schedule - supported
• Weekly set-up - supported
• Routines - supported
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Online course organization was well supported by all of its properties, and
would become one of four, vital, major-variables in the theoretical model.
Essentially, a well-organized course reflects three of these properties: clear
writing, establishing routines, and establishing a weekly set-up (e.g., templates) on
the discussion boards. These properties are all equally vital to the course
organization as a whole.
M. G. Moore and Kearsley (1996) provide supporting commentary with
"Good Structure" being the most important design element in their "General
Design Principles."
The organization of the course and materials must be well defined
and clear to the student; there must be internal consistency among
the different parts of the course. Students should at all times know
what they are trying to learn, what is expected of them to achieve
the learning, and when they have arrived at the goal. It is easy to
become lost as a distant learner, and good design always takes care
that this does not happen, (p. 122)
Also of note, "Clear objectives, planned participation (routines),
completeness, repetition (templates)" all were part of their design principles. Out
of the course organization discussions came a robust conversation regarding the
already supported notion of structure and dialogue. The concept o f "structure and
dialogue" ended up being associated more with the instructor rather than the
course. To better understand the concepts of structure and dialogue, one must first
understand the theory of Transactional Distance as proposed by M. G. Moore and
Kearsley (1996) in their book Distance Education: A Systems View.
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In Transactional Distance, "distance" is not viewed as a geographical
phenomenon, but rather, a pedagogical phenomenon. In distance education, if
pedagogical strategies are used to increase the level of structure and dialogue in a
course, the geographical distance is irrelevant (M. G. Moore & Kearsley, 1996).
For example, if a student takes an online class from a college that is literally
blocks away from their home, the "transactional distance" could be quite high. In
this scenario, it is likely that there is limited dialogue coming from the institution
to help the student better understand the course.
On the other hand, a student could live on the other side of the world and
experience a low level of transactional distance because the instructor constantly
provided high levels of both structure and dialogue to the student. The use of
structure and dialogue was well supported by the Subjects, and most believed that
it was a strong factor in their retention in online courses. Thus, structure and
dialogue became the second most important variable under the major theme Teacher.
In the final model, clear writing and schedule, and clear beginning
instructions were fused into one supporting subtheme called, "clear writing."
Clear writing can be thought of as a direct reflection of the thought process;
therefore, it is equally important for both instructors and students to bring
precision-writing to the course. Because online courses are inherently text-based,
many Subjects believed that clear writing could make or break a course.
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While different as sub themes, Weekly set-up and routines work well
together. The weekly set-up of the discussion boards is based-on a templated
course design, and more than 90% of M U’s online courses have this feature.
Since the discussion boards are where the majority of the online classes take place,
these weekly topic areas help break the course down into manageable bits. Within
these weeks, MU teachers have been trained to offer the students routines. Here is
an example of such a routine.
Monday: Check the discussion board for my initial, weekly posting.
This posting will set the tone for the entire week. You will have
Monday and Tuesday to do the necessary research and homework to
address my questions from Monday.
Tuesday: Research and homework day
Wednesday: Post a reply to my initial, weekly posting and respond
to at least two of your colleagues outside your discussion thread.
Thursday & Friday: Spend time in the course interacting with your
colleagues and looking for instructor input.
Saturday & Sunday: Prepare any external assignments (e.g., papers,
Internet research) to hand in on Sunday evening.

Teacher Characteristics
• Patterns of expectations - supported
• Clear and frequent communication - supported
• Engage the students - supported
These three properties help define the variable organization under the main
theme Teacher Characteristics. Organized teachers show a pattern o f expectations-.
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they offer d e a r and frequent communication', and they engage the students in the
class. With these three defining properties, teacher organization becomes one of
the four most important variables in the final theoretical model.
Hara and Kling (1999) found that "...students’ frustrations with Web-based
courses originate from minimal and not timely feedback from the instructor and
ambiguous instructions on the Web site as well as via e-mail" ( f 23). Frankly, it
was difficult to find an article that did not sing the praises of these three
subthemes. In a dissertation study, which had a sample pool of 1,129 students
enrolled in 50 online courses, Fox (2000) discovers, "The most important
interaction and feedback variables were in response to the instructor returning
assignments quickly" (p. 64).

Teaching Methods
• Idea transfer - unsupported
• Learning Style - unsupported
• The teachable moment - supported
• Community of teachers - supported
The notion of idea transfer — meaning that online courses can be broken
down into the transfer of ideas versus any real teaching methods, was not
supported. The issue of teaming style was also investigated, but to no avail. The
Subjects did not believe that learning styles affected their ability to complete a
particular course. It may prove a significant variable when investigating the
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"quality of the learning experienee," but concerning retention, it is not supported
as something that helps define and shape the theme teaching methods. As a
category, teaching methods is more about the teachable moment and the idea of a
community o f teachers.
The teachable moment was more about how faculty are trained at MU to
interact on the course discussion boards. Faculty are trained to scan entire
discussion threads rather than viewing each individual message. As stated by an
MU faculty member, "I was trained to ‘find an opening’ in the discussion — an
area that demands the art of teaching. When I find that area, that is when I make
a contribution, or teach." The Subjects supported the notion of the teachable
moment — they liked how this teaching art is a direct reflection of what can
happen inside the classroom. Young (1999) references Tomball College in the
Chronicle o f Higher Education. Tomball was struggling with 40% online course
retention rates until creating a mandatory 40-hour training program for distance
education instructors, which improved online course retention rates to 57%.
The community o f teachers is something that develops in online courses at
MU, and most likely occurs in online courses in general. The fact that online
students at MU help teach each other is vital to online course retention. Often
times, in asynchronous formats, faculty are just not available. Garrison and Shale
(1990) describe the role of teacher in forming a community of teachers.
Teaching is not just producing and transmitting course content. A
teacher is more than an information resource and an arranger of the
educational environment. The emphasis on education as a
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collaborative process is not just to ensure voluntariness [i.e., ensure
that the students will engage in the learning process] on the part of
the learner but, more importantly, to ensure the integration of social
and personal knowledge by challenging existing views and
considering alternative perspectives, (p. 125)
MU encourages our faculty to be present as often as possible, but they
cannot be in the course all the time. Thus, it is inevitable that students start
interacting with each other asking both intellectual questions about the material,
and general questions about clarifying assignments/course outcomes.

Culture/Subculture
• Existence of culture - supported with previsions
• Subcultures to decrease class size - supported
• Form impression of colleagues - unsupported
The existence o f culture was fully supported with previsions. The Subjects
did not believe that culture pre-existed in their online courses, which was
something I believed at the beginning of the study. Culture is created in online
courses through interactions on the discussion board, but more importantly through
private mail.
The private mail tool allows students to interact in small groups or one-onone with another student. This interaction helps create and define the culture as
those who seek out "systems of shared meaning." They are not necessarily drawn
together to build a relationship [although, relationships can be developed in the
online classroom]; their primary motive is to reduce the class-size by sharing with
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others in a smaller setting. You see this type of behavior in classrooms where
certain students build unspoken alliances, and will often support or "piggyback" on
each other’s comments.
Thus, private mail offers a haven of sorts, a subculture to decrease class
size, for students struggling with the larger class interaction and wanting a smaller
more connected feel to the class. Despite its importance, culture (as described by
the two supporting subthemes) is the least important of three variables concerning
the student experience.
Subjects did believe that one is able to form impressions o f his/her online
colleagues. However, the feelings from most Subjects were that this subtheme had
little to do with online course retention. As stated by the following Subject:
Subject: It’s great to get to know people in online courses. It
actually surprised me with how well you actually get to know
people. However, I don’t think there is any connection between
forming impressions, or even relationships for that matter, and my
ability to finish a course.
The Subject went on to describe two prior courses where there was little
interaction in terms of "getting to know people." I checked the course retention
rates for both classes, and his (and others) assumptions held true — all the students
in both courses finished.
Unfortunately, I was unable to locate any studies that correlated culture
with online course retention or distance education courses in general. If I define
culture as "systems of shared meaning," then it is possible for culture and
subcultures to exist almost anywhere, including an online course. Since culture
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obviously pervades online courses, it is interesting to me that little research has
been done on how the culture affects student retention and/or satisfaction. Based
on the results of this study, there is evidence that knowing and understanding the
existing culture can help with online course retention.

Learning Theorv
• Constructivist -vs- instructivist - unsupported
• Learning from other students - unsupported
I began this theme with an introduction to what constructivism -vsinstructivism means. I did this by couching these terms inside actual examples
provided in Stage 1 by the Subjects. Thus, instead of relying on jargon and
textbook definitions, 1 tried to associate meaning from the data. I took several of
the Subjects’ examples and showed how these could be construed as constructivist
or instructivist, and tried to focus the discussion on retention versus the quality of
the learning.
Frankly, I thought learning theory would have a lot to do with online
course retention. I even went as far in my own mind to imagine the Subjects
saying something like, "High retention is due to the fact that many o f your online
courses use constructivist teaching models, which work well with my learning style
and adult learning theory in general." Well, this lofty perception of the online
experience was soon shattered, and best stated by the following Subjects.
Subject: You know what? I don’t care how you teach the classes.
If you want to give multiple-choice tests, fine. If you want to give a
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series of lecture notes with PowerPoint presentations, fine. I don’t
even care if you want to use a role-play like what was done in the
Reading the Genome course. If w e’re just talking about retention
(i.e., can I finish this course?), then these factors have nothing to do
with it. It’s not how you teach the class, it’s how well it’s run and
managed by the administrators, faculty and students that will
determine retention.
Now, if w e’re talking about the quality of the learning, well, that’s a
different story altogether. I do prefer certain ways of learning, but
at this point in my life, that won’t affect me finishing the course.
Subject: Learning theory? W hat’s that? Constructivist/instructivist
all means very little to me - that’s your business not mine. Add all
these great components on after you’re done designing a clearly
written course where things are easy to find, and I don’t have to ask
many questions to know what to do next.
Although both subthemes {constructivist -vs- instructivist, and learning from
other students) did not support a direct link to online course retention, they were
both important elements of other variables. The data gathered to this point led me
to create a separate Tree Node for Learning Theory, but this was probably a
mistake due to my own bias concerning the use of learning theory in online
instruction. More than likely, the Subjects were not addressing learning theory
specifically, but rather individual characteristics of the learning experience, which
were incorrectly categorized by the researcher as Learning Theory.
The discussion concerning constructivist versus instructivist teaching
practices was more about the level of acceptable interaction and guidance from the
instructor. This matched well with the major variable of structure and dialogue
under the Course Organization main theme. The learning fro m other students
subtheme worked well with the major variable community o f teachers under the
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Teacher Characteristics main theme. Essentially, students form a community o f
teachers due to the fact that instructors cannot possibly be online all the time.
Thus, students are often forced to interact and learn from each other. Though
unsupported as subthemes, enough data were gathered to add the subtheme
presence under the Teacher category.
The subtheme presence captures much of the Learning Theory discussion,
but does not specifically call it "Learning Theory." While I do not think I can
equate a specific learning theory to online course retention, the Subjects in this
particular study did like instructors with presence. The amount of time an
instructor spends in a course, or the number of postings does not necessarily
determine presence. Presence means that they are paying close attention to the two
other subthemes {structure and dialogue and organization) in the same major
category Teacher.

Snapshot of the Learning Experience
• Permanent record - unsupported
• C an’t take things back - unsupported
• Track involvement - unsupported
• Repeated use of courses - supported
Due to the lack of depth and interest (i.e., very few postings and
interactions) in the first three subthemes, I have marked them as unsupported. As
stated earlier in this chapter, I never imagined that this Tree Node would
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materialize. Subjects just started mentioning these subthemes, and I was intrigued
enough to explore them further. Most knew about them through interactions with
various online instructors.
The only subtheme in this group supported by the data was the repeated use
o f online courses, which appears in the final model as "recycled courses." At
M U, for the most part, we keep using the same courses term after term. How do
the Subjects know courses are reused? Apparently, this was common knowledge
among the Subjects. It seems that many have either asked while taking online
classes, or it has been mentioned in WebCT orientations. One Subject equated this
to building successful "products" and continued, "If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it."
All Subjects unanimously agreed that by reusing effective, online courses
over and over again would inevitably lead to higher course retention. After talking
with several WebCT administrators at other institutions, I have found that this is
fairly common practice. Therefore, the repeated use of classes is a variable that
demands further attention in the final model. Also, this whole notion of reusing
online courses fits into the even more important theme of developing an
administrative system for delivering online courses.

Investment in Online Learning
• Student investment - unsupported
• Student involvement - unsupported
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Both of these properties under Investment in Online Learning were
unsupported. There was no connection between the student investment (defined as
either monetary or time) and the ability to persist in online courses. Student
involvement was identified as a property under a subtheme with the assumption that
the more students interacted in an online course, the greater the chances for
persistence. Once again, this was just not supported, with the Subjects providing
contradictory information at best. Subjects completed some courses with mass
amounts of involvement (i.e., posting and responding to messages several times per
day), and others with practically none. Table 34 summarizes all supported
subthemes.

STEP 2: Axial Coding - Connecting
Properties Using Dimensions
After giving the properties a sense of value and importance, and connecting
them with any relevant literature, it was time to interconnect the properties in the
form of a theoretical model. Besides the "levels of importance," this step needed
to somehow reflect any other relational characteristics that were present in the data
and observed by the researcher. At this point, all subthemes judged as
"unsupported" were removed from the study, and the focus turned to integrating
existing themes and subthemes into a larger, cohesive picture. The first step was
to create a visualization of the themes and subthemes after dimensionalization.
Table 34 illustrates how main themes and subthemes were condensed within the
four, new thematic areas with common properties.

162
Table 34
Condensed Themes with Properties
Subthemes

Main Themes

Condensed
Themes

Properties

Student
Characteristics

Educational Goals

Student

M otivation

Fit with
C ollege

• V iew s online as equivalent
• Tim e/tim e commitment
• Fit and educational goals

Administrative

Meeting Needs

•
•
•
•
•

Course/Student

Course Organization

Community o f
Teachers

Structure & D ialogue

• Patterns o f expectations
• Clear and frequent comm.
• Engage the students

Teacher

Teacher Organization

• The teachable moment
• Community o f teachers

Teacher

Online Course
Organization

Teacher
Characteristics

Teaching
Methods

Clear beginning instructions
Clear writing and schedule
W eekly set-up
Routines
Structure and dialogue

Technical Support

Presence
Training & Developm ent
Community o f Teachers

Culture/
Subculture

• Existence o f culture
• Subcultures to decrease
class size

Learning
Theory

• N o Support

Snapshot o f
the Learning
Experience

• Repeated use o f courses

Investment in
Online
Learning

• N o Support

Course

Create Culture

Adm inistrative/
Course

D evelop a System
R ecycle Courses

In Table 34, the Main Themes and Subthemes columns were utilized to
create two new columns "Condensed Themes" and "Properties." The process
began by asking myself the question, "What areas are represented by the existing
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thematic areas?" Most of these were very easy to decide. For example, "Student
Characteristics" represented the "Student" experience, "Online Course
Organization" was representative of the "Course" set-up, and the new Condensed
Category "Teacher" came from "Teacher Characteristics." The remaining two
themes: (a) Fit with the College; and (b) Snapshot of the Learning Experience
were more difficult due to the fact they dealt with administration, and as a group,
we did not specifically mention or discuss "administration" up to this point.
Therefore, I had to create a new condensed theme.

STEP 3: Narrow the Themes and
Subthemes to the Core Categorv
and its Central Themes
For the nine themes shown in Table 34, I went back into N6 and tried some
keyword searches, and reread the text units. The word I kept seeing over and over
was "administrator" or "administrative." 1 also noticed many references to the
"foundation that makes these online course run effectively." It did not take long to
realize that the respective properties for these two main themes were generated not
by the student, course or teacher, but rather on the administrative level. I then
realized I had four central themes to this model {student, teacher, courses,
administrative), and thus visualized a four-cornered model (Figure 13).

164

Course

Teacher

Student

Admin

Figure 13. Initial four-cornered model.

By joining the four categories in a square with connecting bars, I was able
to show the equal foundation for the future model. These thematic categories were
not formulated to show value, they are merely "in-routes" or gateways to the
eventual model. However, administration may be the reasonable starting point for
most institutions interested in this model. I state this because I believe
administrators will be the primary audience for this research, and are those who
can affect policy decisions. Based on the data, the Subjects would not weigh one
category over another. My hypothesis is that considering all four categories as a
whole unit can have the greatest gains in online retention.
For the most part, examining the subthemes derived the new properties.
For example, if I was looking at the student theme with an existing subtheme of
educational goals, the word that kept appearing was "motivation." N6 was also ,
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used to create keyword searches for defining properties. Thus, motivation became
a primary property/indicator in the major theme student. The pre-existing
subthemes helped further define these new properties; thus, the educational goals
led to a motivated student. For another example, an organized course is a
property of the course structure. The pre-existing subthemes "routines, clear
writing, and templating" help define what is meant by an organized course.
It was difficult to identify a "core category" from the existing categories.
Therefore, I took the focus off categories and/or themes and thought about what
was truly essential. From what I gathered, successful retention is directly related
to the four main themes, and all subthemes can be categorized within these four
main themes. Thus, the central or core theme was actually very obvious — Online
Course Retention.
Table 35 shows the main themes (represented in the columns) with the
supporting properties for each theme. The most important properties are in the top
row o f the table, and build off the properties below them in the hierarchy. The
"Connection" column represents the level of connection among the three rows of
properties.
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Table 35
Themes, Properties and Connections
Student

Teacher

Course

Administrative

CONNECTIONS

M otivation

Organization

Organization

D evelop a System

STRONGEST

Community o f
Teachers

Structure &
D ialogue

M eet the Needs

Technical Support

STRONG

Create
Culture

Presence

Recycle

Training &
D evelopm ent

NEGLIGIBLE

Note: Themes are Underlined. P roperties are in Italics, Connections are in UPPER CASE.

For example, when interacting in online courses, students create culture,
that leads to the creation of a community o f teachers. Within a strong learning
community, students can meet their educational goals, which develop highly
motivated students. Teachers must have an online presence using the concepts of
structure and dialogue. A balanced sense of structure and dialogue will yield a
highly organized teacher. An organized teacher is one who reflects a pattern of
expectations, provides clear and frequent communication, and engages the students.
Besides showing a connection and building on each other within each
theme, the properties extend within each row reflecting relationships among
properties. The top-row (student motivation, course organization, teacher
organization, and developing an administrative system) forms the strongest
connections in the theoretical model. I formulated the following statement in an
attempt to illustrate how the properties connect across the top row (strongest
connections), and Figure 14 is a visual description of this passage.
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M arylhurst develops the type of online system where I can truly
meet my educational goals, which helps me maintain a high-level of
motivation. This "system" trickles down into organized courses and
instructors. These four elements are crucial in your persistence in
online courses at Marylhurst University.

S ystem

Motivation

Organized
C ourses
1. Routines
2. Tem plates
3. Clear Writing

Patterns of S u c c e ss

Educational Goals

Organized
T eachers
1. Pattern of Expectations
2. Cl ear & Frequent Com m unication
3. Engage S tu d en ts

Figure 14. Strongest axial coding properties.

The coimections among the second row of properties (see Table 35)
Technical Support, Meet the Needs, Community of Teachers, and Structure and
Dialogue are strong, but not as strong as the properties illustrated in Figure 14.
Rather than trickling down from an administrative theme, the second row
(represented in Figure 15) of properties revolves around meeting the needs of
students. In Figure 15, technical support helps provide the necessary conditions
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where the concepts of structure and dialogue can interact and help fuel the
community of teachers. If this is operating efficiently, the needs of the students
will be met.

Technical Support

/

Meet the
N eeds

Structure 8t
Di a! ogue
Figure 15. Second strongest axial coding properties.

The bottom row of the previously mentioned Table 35 (create culture,
teacher presence, course recycling, and training and development), showed the
weakest cormections. After dimensionalizing the top and middle rows of Table 35,
I added remaining properties under each respective category.
By dimensionalizing and organizing major themes and properties, I was in a
better position to start thinking about a theoretical model. I had my central theme
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(Online Course Retention), four major categories organized in a four-cornered
model, and dimensionalized properties in order of importance for each respective
theme. With this information organized, I began sketching visual representations
knowing that a hierarchical model leading to the core theme would best represent
my interpretation of the Subjects’ data. This sketch seemed to fit with how I
characterized the data previously in Table 35. My previous four-cornered model
started to take shape as shown in Figure 16.

Teachet
Recyd
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Figure 16. Building the model.
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I pictured "Online Course Retention" to be the pinnacle of this hierarchy —
the ultimate goal of anyone interested in applying this model. Therefore, when
viewing the model, imagine it starting to take the shape of a pyramid with "Online
Course Retention" being the apex of the pyramid. To get to the apex, there must
be steps, and so I started to organize the pyramid with three tiers representing the
three properties from each respective category. The strongest properties (i.e.,
properties that were independent, and envelope the other properties from the same
category) were closest to the apex, and the closeness of each step represents the
stronger connections as you ascend the pyramid. Figure 17 represents the final
evolution of the Online Course Retention Model (OCRM).
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1. this is not an "input/output" based model like the models covered in
chapter 2;
2. the darker the color, the stronger the connections and;
3. the view is of a pyramid, looking down from above.
Also, the properties are not centered between themes because to me that
would have symbolized a relationship between the surrounding categories only. To
summarize, the OCRM model not only suggests that the presence of the major
variables leads to improved online course retention, but also suggests that
relationships among properties make the model even stronger. Therefore, the
relationships among the various properties bring this model together, not the
cormection among the four major themes. Knowing this, one can turn the model
any way and it will not lose its meaning and/or integrity.

Professional Review - Stage 2 (What
was Discussed and Outcomes)
For the review of Stage 2, I met with Dr. McVay-Lynch and discussed the
following.
• Overall report of research process;
• Recap of the proposed collection process;
• Collection — what actually happened versus what was proposed;
• Analysis — how data were analyzed and;
• The preparation for Stage 3.
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Dr. M cVay-Lynch’s primary concern was that I had the necessary memos
and/or text units to define and dimensionalize the properties. I told Dr. McVayLynch about my trepidation when creating a model for the Subjects’ to review. I
was concerned that once a model was created, it would be hard to go back and
make any changes. Therefore, I wanted to be sure that the model I presented to
the Subjects in Stage 3 was an accurate representation of the data and the research
process itself. After the review. Dr. McVay-Lynch gave her approval to continue
the research process.

Research Question #3

STAGE 3: After each category’s properties were dimensionalized on a
continuum, how was the theoretical model built and did it lead to discursive
theoretical propositions about online course retention.
In Stage 3, the model was finally disclosed to the Subjects for their review,
which was an important piece of establishing internal validity. The actually
building of the model was explained in the previous section. Therefore, this
section focuses primarily on the second part of the above-mentioned question.
Does the model represent any discursive theoretical propositions? Basically, what
can one know about the MU situation by studying and understanding the model?
This section also covers the validation of the model. I have put together the
following propositions based on my construction of the model.
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Discursive Theoretical Propositions
• Online course retention is a direct reflection of how well an institution
establishes an inquiry process (i.e., how well they research, build
understanding, and implement that understanding) into four major areas;
courses, teachers, students, and administrative.
• If one o f the four major areas (courses, teachers, students, and
administrative) is missing, the strength of the model diminishes.
Therefore, all four areas should be considered when trying to improve
online course retention.
• Strengthening the relationship between variables in the model is more
important than improving variables in isolation.
• Highly organized courses and teachers (defined in the following
propositions), and knowledge of what motivates online students improve
the administrative system for delivery.
• Highly organized courses feature routines, clear writing, and a
templated, weekly layout for discussions.
• Highly organized teachers focus on establishing a pattern of expectations,
offer clear and frequent communication, and engage the students in the
learning process.
• Meeting the needs of students requires strong technical support and
training faculty to create a balance between structure and dialogue. This
will lead to a community of teachers — students helping students.
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Validation of Model - Credibility
as Internal Validity
Bringing the final product to the Subjects was the final step in the internal
validation process (i.e., in the research process this was known as Stage 3).
Subjects were asked to review the online course retention model at:
http://www.mandala-designs.com/marylhurst/model.htm and address the following
questions:
1. Please comment and evaluate the research process Stage 1, Stage 2 and
Stage 3;
2. Make some general comments about the model;
3. Do you have any concerns? Do you have any questions?
4. If you feel so inclined, please offer your endorsement of the model.
Or, please tell me why you cannot endorse the model.
Thirteen of 14 Subjects offered their endorsement of the model. Some had
problems with the look of the model and their suggestions were implemented in a
new design. These suggestions had nothing to do with how the model works
conceptually. Thus, when considering validity, the conceptual-endorsement (i.e.,
do the Subjects believe the model accurately represents the research process) is
what was most important. Therefore, based on the following data, the Online
Course Retention Model (OCRM) had an acceptable level of internal validation.
Subject 12: The benefits I have received from participating in this
study are reflection and clarification of my own online experience. I
also learned some valuable things about how qualitative research is
conducted and about the insights and opinions of other online
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students. I participated in this study so that I could make a
contribution to online learning and to Marylhurst University.
I feel that the researcher asked questions that facilitated my own
clarification process. I feel satisfied that my voice was heard and
understood and that together with the other Subjects, we will make a
positive difference in the field of online learning.
Participation in this study was a very satisfying experience.
Although I did not expect or receive college credit for involvement,
I feel that I received the value and education of a well-presented
college class. Education is one of the areas of focus of my
Interdisciplinary Studies degree. It was exciting to be involved in
this aspect of education.
Subject 10: The timing for stage 1 was good! Stage 2 came at the
start of term and I found my time limited to take part in the
discussions. So maybe stage 2 was not tedious but me with limited
time. I felt that the questions asked in stage 2 were good ones that
were gleaned from stage 1 comments etc. it is a good way to build a
model in that you get the Subjects to develop their own core areas
into the model.
I had no problem with signing on to the chat room or getting the
link to work to Mandala-Designs. But then I graduate this term so
any of my configurations have long be worked out. I think the
model is representative of results of stage 1 and stage 2. I would
endorse the model.
Subject 3: The research process was easy to follow. You are a
master at articulating clear instructions and making sure we receive
them. The timing was unfortunate, since I was finishing up a
number of classes at the end of the term. I had to really put my
head down and charge ahead to keep up with the posts...
...but the posts were very insightful and thought provoking. I
enjoyed having deeper issues to consider and knowing my opinion
would be helpful. One always enjoys being asked one’s opinion. I
enjoyed reading about others’ experiences, too, and realized how
lucky I ’ve been to get good online instructors.
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I like your model. It covers the major things that we discussed and
that were important. Is it just coincidence that each o f the four
com ers had 3 subthemes, or did you edit?
All o f the inner subthemes are related to goal setting, in a way. I ’m
still trying to find the "core category," the Mother Lode, the Holy
Grail.
It’s interesting that you have the "course" and "administrative"
corners opposite one another, which are more concrete when
contrasted with "student" and "teacher," which, being human, are
more dynamic and unpredictable. Mechanics (administrative),
content (course), delivery (teacher), reception (student). I like
synonyms.
Thank you for the opportunity to help our educational community.
If you have more questions, I ’d be pleased to elaborate. Good luck
finishing-up your project! It’s very timely and useful.
Subject 1 (the only non-endorsement): Each stage has given the
appearance of building off of each other. If stage one o f general
information findings were not done then stage two never would have
taken development to the extent that it did. In my opinion, good
follow up questions were asked in attempt to clarify or find hidden
aspects that were not yet uncovered.
Online Course Retention Model
This model looks good however some questions arise when I look at
this model. Is the model based only on people who have been a
success at online learning? If so, can a tm e success model be
generated without looking at students who didn’t make it through the
education process since they have insight to problem areas that the
success group may not see or chose to ignore because self
motivation overruled anything else?
I like how subthemes hold more weight the closer they get to the
final outcome (pattern of success). What is the deciding factor that
creates the position for each subtheme? Are the subthemes positions
decided on gut feeling or is there a scoring process each theme goes
through to graph its position in comparison to others?
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Under the heading courses, the subthemes are listed as recycled
courses, meet the needs, and organization. With organization in the
position of the most important subtheme within the heading, I am
puzzled how organization can be weighted more important than
meeting the needs of the students. If the courses are not what the
student needs no amount of organization will cause one to enroll in
the class. Because of the above questions I have listed I am unable
to endorse the model as it stands.
While I believe the research process established a high level of internal
validity, it is important to address a few concerns based on the size of the sample.
Due to the small sample size, it is possible that a "culture of agreement and
cooperation" was established. After all, when the Subjects viewed the model,
there might have been a natural tendency to agree with the model because my
interpretations of their words built the model. The term "groupthink" is often
associated with this type of phenomenon.
I believe I established early on in the research process the importance of the
individual. Because I started with a one-on-one experience, all Subjects were
comfortable knowing their input was respected and responsible for the outcome of
the research project. I also took care in preparing each Stage by offering
instructions that discouraged "groupthink" and encouraged contentious debate.
Here is an excerpt from the beginning of the second stage.
I want to see a discussion develop here that is more than
rudimentarily answering a bunch of questions in isolation. This is
where the study will most reflect a normal online course. In this
stage, discourse, discussion, contentiousness as well as cooperation
are all welcome.
This is not a focus group. We are not necessarily trying to converge
on an issue, formulate an opinion and/or discuss a solution. There
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are no right or wrong answers. Please let your voice be heard. If it
aligns with what others are saying, please let us all know. If not, let
us know as well.
I believe all Subjects would agree that the necessary precautions were taken
to avoid groupthink and/or agreeing to validate their own contributions.
I would also like to address a comment made by the lone dissenter in the
validation process. Subject 1 stated:
With organization in the position of the most important subtheme
within the heading, I am puzzled how organization can be weighted
more important than meeting the needs of the students. If the
courses are not what the student needs no amount of organization
will cause one to enroll in the class. Because of the above questions
I have listed I am unable to endorse the model as it stands.
I have to agree with Subject 1 that if a college does not offer the
appropriate courses, students will not even enroll in the first place. This is why
"Meet the Needs" is an important property in the model.
However, the study was not about what attracts students to enroll in online
courses. The study was about what keeps them enrolled once they are in the
courses. Therefore, I stand firm in my belief that organization (i.e., the way a
course is put together and clearly articulated throughout the experience) is the key
to online course retention. However, Subject 1 made the mistake of evaluating the
model by looking at isolated properties. The model does not isolate properties, but
rather, demonstrates how properties are valued and how they interact with other
properties on the same level.
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Chapter IV Summary

In chapter 4, I reported research findings from a highly structured,
rigorous, three stage collection and analysis process. Four major thematic areas
(Administrative, Course, Teacher, and Student) emerged from this process. These
thematic areas serve as doorways into the OCRM and major areas for inquiry into
an institution’s own distance learning department. Each thematic area has three
main properties of hierarchical importance.
More important are the relationships expressed and later synthesized into
the OCRM. Without the relationships, this research represents mere
recommendations for variables, and whether or not those variables were supported
in a single research study. As stated earlier, developing an administrative system
with highly organized courses and teachers will help meet the educational goals of
your students, which in turn will keep them motivated in online courses.
Providing strong technical support will help faculty and students develop a
community of teachers through the use of structure and dialogue. This in turn will
help create courses that meet the needs of your online learners. The bottom row
has negligible cormections, but the importance of the variables is still prominent.

CHAPTER V

RECOMMENDATIONS AND DISCUSSION

The final chapter addresses the two remaining research questions having to
do with recommending "best practices" associated with improving online course
retention and identifying future research needs. The chapter ends with a
metaphorical summary of the OCRM.

Research Question #4

W hether a model is constructed or not, can anything be discovered in the
raw data to inform the distance learning community about "best practices" for
online course retention?
The following best practices are based-on a consideration of the OCRM.
The "best practices" recommendations are reported in order of importance based
on the hierarchy of the OCRM itself. The most important recommendations reflect
the upper-two-levels of the OCRM where the connections between constructs are
the strongest. The best practices recommendations are directed at a practitioner
audience, and/or others in a position to implement these best practices.
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Fully Understand What Motivates
Your Student Population
Based-on the OCRM, fully understanding what motivates your student
population is the first step in improving online course retention. Consequently, it
is also the first step in the instructional design process for constructing courses.
The data in this study suggest that to motivate students, administrators must offer
courses that help students meet their educational goals. These educational goals
may differ from institution to institution, but understanding your student population
is key to understanding their educational goals. In the case of online MU students,
the primary goal is to get a college degree.
If you do not know what motivates your own student population, you may
want to start with a simple survey aimed at identifying student motivation and
goals. Also, the Marylhurst University, Web-based Learning Department (MU
WBL/D) works with the admissions staff and other campus departments and
committees in an effort to better understand the student experience. Institutions
that are struggling with online course retention may want to consider this type of
integrative discourse.

Develop an Administrative System that
Supports Students’ Educational Goals
Data in this study suggest that online students believe the MU Web-based
Learning Department runs online courses like a "fine-tuned machine." The
Subjects believe that the MU WBL/D offers many courses in a systematic fashion
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that are designed based on templates so there are no surprises, and that are clearly
constructed with easy-to-understand routines. The Subjects also believe that help is
readily available via a "technical support system." The MU WBL/D has taken the
time to reorganize job functions to optimize the systematic delivery of online
education.
This work was not easy, and was accomplished via a concerted, team
effort. Due to this effort and cooperation, there are periods at MU when the entire
online education system is running so smoothly it is as though it is on auto-pilot.
The data suggest the following components are important pieces of an
"administrative system."
The administrative svstem should meet the needs of online students. MU
online students have an understanding of why online learning is being offered at
MU and how it fits in to the larger educational picture. As online students, they
feel that they are being treated exactly the same as on-campus students and appear
to have faith that the system will continue to deliver quality courses.
The svstem should have a versatile but defined support staff. Several
Subjects were thrilled with the fact that they knew where to go for help. The
entire MU WBL staff is on the "online.marylhurst.edu" website with short job
descriptions and email links listed. Data also suggest that even if online learners
do not get the "right person," their experience is that someone can usually provide
assistance.

183
The svstem should schedule courses in a predictable w ay. The data suggest
that MU online learners are driven toward meeting their educational goals — at
M U, that means getting a college degree. Thus, a measure o f predictability is
needed in the courses that are being offered from term to term. If MU students
understand that online courses are an option for completing their degrees, they can
schedule courses accordingly with a great amount o f flexibility. In addition,
systematic scheduling using predictability helps administrative, course-builders
(e.g., instructional designers) because old courses are easy to locate and reuse.
For example, as an instructional designer, I know that the course "Reading the
Genome" is offered every spring term. Therefore, I can easily track down the last
copy o f the course and copy it for current use with a previous instructor, or for a
new instructor hired to teach the course.

Create and Foster Highlv Organized
Courses and Teachers
The administrative system should have the type of training and development
and technical support to create and foster organized courses and teachers.
Organized courses: (a) are based-on a template integrating common tools and
weekly discussion board topic areas, (b) offer weekly routines throughout the term,
and (c) are clearly written. Organized teachers: (a) offer clear and frequent
communication, (b) engage the learner, and (c) establish a pattern of expectations.
The following paragraphs describe these best practices and their relationships.
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Concerning the organization of courses, encourage routines that describe
what students should be doing Monday through Friday in their online courses .
This in turn will help create courses that establish a pattern of expectations for
their online students. These routines generally pertain to course actions, such as
interacting on the discussion board, checking private email, and/or checking in
with a peer work group. Data suggest routines should address the weekly topic,
accompanying reading, discussion board topics/questions and any assignments that
are due.
MU Web-based Learning does not train faculty in the art o f clear writing
for online learning. However, data suggest that the writing used to prepare online
courses has a direct impact on the course retention. This value of clear writing is
also reflected via clear and frequent communication during the course. Students
need to understand the expectations of the course, and they need subsequent
instructions articulated clearly.
Finally, as an administrator, start "templating" your online courses. At
MU, we have developed a course template that has an online orientation, browser
checkup, an online technical help request form (dynamic HTM L programmed in
Cold Fusion), an area for web links, weekly discussion board topics, and course
set-up notes for the instructors. By establishing a weekly format for the course,
students develop their own routines around the topic of the week, readings for the
week, discussing board topics, and any assignments that are currently due.
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Faculty complaints over the lack of student participation sparked the need
for templates. Data suggest that students can be actively engaged in a course by its
set-up and design. As one Subject stated, "...an organized online course almost
demands exploration. It’s almost like a well-designed computer program: if you
know how to work one program, you usually can just mess around with similar
programs and figure them o u t."

Offer Online Courses Focused on
Meeting the Needs of Your
Student Population
In the OCRM, "Meet the Needs" refers to offering the types o f courses
directly aimed at helping students meet educational, degree requirements, and
meeting their educational needs within each respective online course. Once
students are enrolled in relevant courses (i.e., courses that will help them complete
a degree), support the concept of "meeting the needs" by offering technical
support, a balance between course structure and dialogue, and developing a
community of teachers. Data suggest that online students need intense amounts of
structure and dialogue in the beginning of an online class. Over the course of the
term, establishing a community of teachers can decrease the reliance on structure
and dialogue between the teacher and the student, and increase the dialogue
between the students themselves.
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Recycle Online Courses
An entire online course can be placed on a computer disc. Therefore, at
the end of each term, faculty members should backup their courses and save them
to their personal computers. In addition, recycling courses should be part of the
administrative system described earlier. This means administrators should make
every attempt to backup and save used online courses. If the same faculty
members return to teach the same classes, backed-up courses can easily be restored
to the current term. This will save time and keep effective courses continually
running. O f course, the danger is that it also may keep ineffective courses running
continually. Counter this by developing an online course evaluation system, which
should be part of the larger administrative system. Finally, if online faculty
members do not return, their courses are readily available for the next instructor.

Develop a "Presence" Policy for all
Online Instructors
The data from the Subjects revealed a need for mandating instructor
presence (i.e., presence meaning how often an instructor checks into the online
course and interacts with students). One Subject went as far as stating that online
instructors should be present at least five days per week. The majority of Subjects
suggested four days per week. When I looked beneath the numbers, what Subjects
really wanted was simply to know the instructors were available. Furthermore,
when the instructors were in the courses, the Subjects wanted "significant
contributions" — just like the instructors expect from students. Therefore, by
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telling your instructors to check into the course a specific number of times, you are
not automatically creating "presence." However, you are creating an opportunity
for "presence," and the students will appreciate the fact that the instructor cares
about the course.

Training and Development
While the Subjects never mentioned that MU has an excellent training and
development department, it became obvious to me through the data that this is
important. During the study, three different Subjects made comments concerning
the importance of training online faculty. They speculated that proper training is
an essential part of teaching online. A few Subjects mentioned that some online
instructors have even discussed their W ebCT training with the class. This was
evident because several Subjects knew we offered one-on-one training for new
faculty.
I also made inferences based on various Subjects’ comments. For example
one Subject said, "I had one online instructor that seemed like he was a WebCT
specialist. He provided a quality experience and was very good at using the
advanced WebCT tools. You don’t see too many instructors using the assignment
drop box." After seeing many comments like this throughout the research, I
concluded that training and development is essential.
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Allow and Encourage Online Students
to Create a Classroom Culture
Just as an on-campus teacher may smile in remembrance of "that special
class" they once had, MU online faculty do the same thing. This reaction is often
due to the classroom culture that was established during the class. The data
suggest that culture is created using both the private mail tool and the discussion
board. However, the most profound emergence of culture was not solely due to
the efforts of the students alone.
The best online teachers have a hand in creating culture. This means they
create interesting course topics, areas of discussion, and engaging assignments,
which draw the students into a larger system of shared meaning or collective
culture. A collective culture is not subversive (i.e., a subversive culture often
becomes many different subcultures or "cliques" members of which communicate
via the private mail tool) and functions within the realms of the course structure.
This collective culture works well with the community of teachers (i.e., the
students) construct because students are working together to create a culture that is
helpful and supportive to all.

Other "Best Practices" Considerations
What other inferences can be made from a careful examination of the
OCRM and the supporting data? As stated previously, many pedagogical issues
(e.g., teachable moment, time, constructivist -vs- instructivist, attention to learning
styles) were dispersed throughout the OCRM into existing categories. And, while
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grounded theory primarily uses inductive reasoning, it may be safe to deduce that
pedagogy (i.e., the way online courses are taught — the specific methods,
assignments, assessment and style) plays a significant role in online course
retention.
Not only can pedagogy be found buried beneath several constructs, some
may even say that many of the main properties (e.g., presence, structure and
dialogue, community of teachers and creating culture) all have to do with
pedagogical strategies. Even the most important properties in the OCRM (teacher
organization, course organization, student motivation, and developing an
administrative system) are laced with common pedagogical strategies such as:
clear writing, building routines, creating assignment templates, creating a pattern
of expectations, engaging the learner, etc. Therefore, without stating it
specifically, pedagogy does matter in online course retention.

Research Question #5

What is next for further development and research into this model for
online course retention?
I hope the OCRM motivates further research and development in online
course retention. O f interest to me specifically is to see the model help an
institution struggling with online course retention. Further study o f online course
retention using a qualitative approach should be encouraged. Because this research
used a postpositivist paradigm, it would be interesting to apply a qualitative design
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such as the case study using the constructivist paradigm. A case study approach
could be used in an effort to validate the OCRM model as a whole or some of its
parts. The following list of future research projects is recommended.

Further Exploration into Course
Retention
While the OCRM isolates specific constructs and demonstrates their
intercormectedness, the real concern may go beyond this new model. Many
colleges and universities are moving entire programs online. Many, however,
continue to offer groups of courses to help students complete their degrees. If this
is indeed the dominant model for offering online education (i.e., an emphasis on
courses -vs- programs), then course retention needs further research. Such
research is needed as well where the emphasis is on whole degree programs since
high degree program completion rates are dependent on high individual course
retention rates. I am unaware of any studies that provide empirical evidence of
how to retain students in courses.
Elements of the OCRM (i.e., technical support) are directly associated with
online learning, or at least the use of technology. However, data suggest that
many of the constructs of the OCRM would work well in a face-to-face
environment as well. Many Subjects would often preface their comments with
"Just like in the classroom..." or "It’s the same for on-campus courses." If that is
indeed the case, research concerning on-campus, course retention might yield
similar results.
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A Quantitative Analysis of the Variables
and Their Relationships
The data in this study suggest that the relationships between major
constructs are what really define the OCRM. Rather than just validating individual
variables, a quantitative analysis could describe relationships among variables with
numerical correlation. These correlations could describe the statistical significance
of the relationships that exist. This process would have the potential to give the
OCRM internal validity from a positivist perspective.

Do the Variables. Subvariables and Their
Relationships in the OCRM Have
Importance Bevond the Realm
of "Course Retention?"
This is probably the question that most intrigues me concerning future
research. My hypothesis would be that by strengthening the OCRM variables,
institutions will not only increase online course retention, they will also increase
student satisfaction (e.g., better course evaluations) and student learning (e.g.,
better work as reported by the faculty, higher grades and feedback from the
students that they are learning more).

Other Research Considerations
Due to the narrow focus of this study, future studies are needed that
examine the validity of the model in various institutional settings, including twoand four-year, public and private colleges and universities, technical colleges as
well as in businesses that use online learning or training.
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As it stands, the OCRM currently does not differentiate the importance of
the four major themes — Course, Student, Teacher, Administrative. While these
themes seemed like a natural way to group for the topics inside the model, future
research is needed to see if any of these major themes have more importance than
others in the area of online course retention. The OCRM as currently developed
suggests making "connected-changes" (i.e., changes brought on by examining the
connectedness in variables throughout different layers of the model), and not
weighing any of the four major themes differently.
Built by focusing on "successful completers" (i.e., in this study, all 14
Subjects had 100% completion for online courses at MU), would the OCRM look
the same if "non-completers" were included in the study or used exclusively? In
addition, two major user groups were absent from this study (faculty members and
administrators). A study including both faculty and administrators may shed more
light onto the issue of online course retention.
Finally, the Subjects in the study came from various academic majors; there
is an obvious lack of those from science and mathematics majors. This reflects the
lack of science and mathematics courses offered online at MU (e.g., chemistry,
physics, algebra, calculus). One of the online faculty members at MU believes
MU high online course retention rates are associated with courses from
departments such as Human Sciences, Cultural and Historical Studies, Liberal Arts
Core, Interdisciplinary Studies and Communications. I am unaware of any
research that investigates the relationship between course retention rates with the
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subject matter of the courses. While the Subjects discussed learning theory and
pedagogy, they did not associate these characteristics with courses from different
disciplines.

Important Limitations to Consider for
Further Research
Careful consideration was given to portray the "Marylhurst Phenomenon,"
and not overgeneralize the findings based on research conducted solely at MU.
After carefully examining the OCRM, it has become evident that several key
variables may not have surfaced due to the nature of the MU learner. For
example, socioeconomic variables never surfaced in the data primarily because
they were not addressed in the demographic profile. Due to the location of MU in
a somewhat affluent area, and the higher tuition costs, there is reason to believe
that MU students are higher income and more academically prepared than most
higher education students in general.
Furthermore, the average age of online students at MU is around 37 years
old, which might lead some to the conclusion that MU learners are self-directed.
MU freely advertises itself as an "Adult Learning Institution." Therefore, several
other concepts of adult learning theory may also apply to online students at MU.
The Bean and M etzner (1985) Model of Nontraditional Student Retention states
many key background variables that may also affect the adult, online learner. For
example, age, enrollment status, residence, educational goals, high school
performance, ethnicity and gender all are important variables to the adult learner.
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In the OCRM, "educational goals" proved to be an important concept in
understanding the main theme "m otivation."

Overall Conclusions

If I have learned anything from the Subjects, it is this: keep it simple. It
may be online, and it may be using technology, but it still boils down to teaching
and learning. Teaching and learning can be a lot of fun under the right conditions;
it can also be a nightmare under the wrong conditions. While the exact "right"
conditions may vary from institution to institution, the data of this study suggest
that all these varying "right" conditions most likely have one thing in common — a
highly organized system focused on what motivates the students.
Dr. Jermifer Sasser, department chair of MU Human Sciences has been
teaching courses online for more than four years, and routinely receives
outstanding course evaluations. Dr. Sasser’s online courses provide excellent
examples of focusing on the teaching and learning process in an organized fashion
without getting lost in the technology.
I personally have added several instructional and aesthetic embellishments to
enhance and supplement the WebCT course environment (e.g., linked image maps.
Flash movies, dynamic glossary and bibliography tools). There have been
numerous occasions (sometimes lengthy periods) where these "bells and whistles"
simply failed to work. Despite these setbacks. Dr. Sasser’s results with teaching
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and learning online remain the same. She states (personal communication, October
1, 2003):
In my experience, technology has the potential to enhance or detract
from the teaching and learning experience, but it can never be a
substitution for a well designed course with clear learning
objectives attached to innovative, relevant learning projects. Online
courses that are successful from a student standpoint are considered
successful for the same reasons that on-campus courses are—students
and instructors are co-creators of a rich, multi-faceted learning
community; new learning can be clearly demonstrated and assessed;
students feel that their personhood is respected and supported; and
the teacher has a commitment to and mastery of not only a particular
area of expertise or content, but to a deeper transformative process
as well.
Rather than conclude with a traditional summary of conclusions in this final
chapter, 1 would like to introduce two metaphors that capture the essence of the
OCRM and what it truly represents. The first metaphor has to do with the broader
implications of the OCRM and retention in general. The second has to do with the
foundations of the OCRM. The two metaphors are based on my experience with
yoga, both as a student and as a teacher.

Metaphor 1: Broader Implications
About three years ago, I started doing Ashtanga Vinyasa Yoga. For at least
two o f those years, I often struggled with the poses. I rarely struggle with them
now, and it is not because I "figured them out." Rather, I slowly figured out that
yoga is far more than getting into poses. Now, I like to think of the poses like
weather reports. W eather reports are estimations of prevailing conditions. If you
hear one, you can get an idea of what it is like outside. However, they are not
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always correct, even the best meteorologists make mistakes. While weather
reports convey the conditions outside, my yoga poses are physical representations
of what is going on inside.
Some days, my poses reflect a beautiful, sunny day. On the inside, I have
that same clarity and crispness to my thoughts. Other times, I struggle with my
poses, and if I look inward, I see the same struggle mentally, usually worrying
about something that has no impact on me at that particular moment. Most of the
time, my pose is a true indication (weather report) of what is actually happening
inside. However, there are days when the report is wrong (e.g., my strong pose is
simply a decoy to try to hide the turmoil or resistance inside). Thus, we all know
that weather reports cannot always be trusted, but most of the time they are usually
right.
That brings me back to the OCRM, and retention in general. Retention can
be a good indicator of the prevailing conditions in your online program, and at
your particular institution in general. Indeed, M il’s online course retention rates
reflect high student satisfaction, and an overall positive view of online learning.
However, it is not a fair indication of the quality of the learning experience.
Therefore, even though we have high online course retention at M U, we continue
to work hard at improving the learning experience in hopes of improving the
student experience. If you improve your online course retention, do not make the
mistake o f assuming your students are learning more or better.
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Also, if your institution is struggling with online course retention, do not
automatically assume that students are not learning. In this research, I have
referred to many colleges that are struggling with online course retention. This
should not necessarily reflect negatively on the quality of the teaching and learning
at those institutions. Based on the OCRM, such retention rates may be due to
many factors originating from not having an organized system based on student
motivation. It may be faculty not understanding the balance between structure and
dialogue, your students’ inability to create a community of teachers, and a system
lacking the proper technical support for your students. Retention is simply the
yoga pose (i.e., weather report). To fully understand retention, one must
understand what is going on beneath the report.

Metaphor 2: Foundations
In W estern culture, we have misconstrued the purpose of the yoga tradition.
Plainly stated, yoga has become all about the postures, and how these postures can
make a person physically fit. Often times, students hurt themselves by practicing
advanced postures before their body is ready (i.e., they simply do not have the
foundation in place to hold advanced postures). I would equate advanced yoga
postures to complicated pedagogical models in online learning. Why do a role-play
or collaborative group work when students do not even understand how to interact
on the discussion board?

198
Because online courses use technology, instructors and administrators often
believe there should be a push for flashy uses of pedagogy (e.g., streaming video,
flash tutorials, synchronous chat rooms). The Subjects in this study did not agree
with this. Pedagogy is important, but it is just a small piece used to enhance the
learning experience once a firm foundation is in place. In yoga, it is the same way
— the postures are merely a small step in achieving the ultimate goal, which is
self-discovery (i.e., often referred to as Enlightenment).
I think of yoga postures as the skin on an onion. If the skin is sturdy and
well maintained, one can start to peel it away and see all the various layers on the
inside. Thus, the postures become meditative poses — they become the foundation
to get at the heart of a yoga practice. If your yoga poses cannot form a firm
foundation, your practice will never reap the true benefits of yoga. Therefore, 1
view the model the same way I view a yoga posture. It is merely a gateway to
further understanding, and at its core is a "foundations model." This suggests the
OCRM is not about a lot of fancy pedagogy, learning theory, technology or
collaborations. This model focuses on the very basic concept of organized courses.
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Online Course Retention Studies, 2-year Colleges
Study/Author

Cutler (2000)

Valdez (2001)

School

Course Retention

Criteria

Sinclair
Community
College

50.6% or
32.6%

All distance courses (99-00)
50.6 % includes all grades
32.6% retained w/ A,B,C

All community
colleges and
technical schools
in Washington

Sp. 99 - 68%
Sp. 00 - 68%
Sp. 01 - 71%

Online courses
No other criterion were
available.

On-campus
Retention

68.1%

83%

87% - Interactive
Television
Office of
Research and
Planning
(1999-2000)

Mesa
Community
College

47%

Kevin Keefe via
e-mail (2002)

Raritan Valley
Community
College

50%

Terri Manning
via e-mail (2002)

Central Piedmont
Community
College

69.7%

Morrow (2001)

California
Community
Colleges

Crabtree (2000)

95-96
95-97
97-98
98-99
99-00

4 Metro.
Community
Colleges
66.2%

Internet courses 1999-2000
Needed (A,B,C or P)
8% considered unsuccessful
11% were "F" grades
Online courses 2000-2001
Needed (A,B,C, or P) to
retain.
Humanities, English, SS

Distance Learning Courses
Fall 2001

-

52%
51%
51%
51%
54%

Reports rates 1995-2000
Distance Learning courses
"C or better for successftil
completion of course.

Comparison study between
on-campus and on-ground
students.
Online and on-ground
courses had the same
instructors.
Online courses were mainly
computer courses.
Completers (A-F)

68%

72-75%

82%

65%
average
over 5
years.

77.8%
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Online Course Retention Studies, 4-year Colleges
Study/Author

School

Course Retention

Camsun

69.5 %

North Island

42% Internet
82.3% Telecourse

Ray Schroeder
(2001)

University of
Illinois at
Springfield

Sp99Sm99 Fall99 SpOO SmOOFallOOSpOl SmOl -

Fox (2000)

Marshall
University

82% - Overall
74% - Undergrad.
94% - Graduate

Beatty-Guenter
1999-2000

91.2%
93.1%
88.8%
89.9%
93.0%
89.9%
88.2%
90.0%

On-campus
Retention

Criteria

Camsun courses were D.L.
Criteria for retention were
not clear but defined as
"passed."

Cam. 84.6%

Online courses.
Drops only count after the
lO* day o f term.

94%

Fall 1999
Undergraduate and
Graduate courses.
All online

?

N.I.

(N/A)
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Online Course Retention Studies Informed Consent Letter
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Vince
Schreck from Portland State University, department of Postsecondary, Adult and
Continuing Education. Under the supervision of Dr. Mary Kirmick and in partial
fulfillment of requirements for a doctoral degree in Educational Leadership, this
study aims at explicating the reasons why Marylhurst University online students
complete courses at current rates and develop this understanding into an online
student retention model.
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to be part of a WebCT
course set-up as a research area. Therefore, the research process will be very
similar to taking an online course - just much shorter. You will be given an alias
login to protect your identity - no one except Schreck will know your true identity.
Just as in a regular online course, your comments will be saved on the WebCT
server for later review. The research process will be in three stages and you must
be able to commit to all three stages during a six-week-period.
Stage 1: Duration (1-2 weeks)
Characterized by asynchronous, private discussions between you and
Schreck, Stage 1 will last one week with an additional week set aside for
clarification and/or elaboration. Not all participants will be asked for clarification
and/or elaboration. During this first stage, you will be asked to check-in at least 5
days out of 7 and at least once during the second week if applicable.
— TWO WEEK BREAK—
Stage 2 : Duration (1-2 weeks)
After a two-week break, you will be asked to participate in a weeklong
asynchronous group discussion based on themes discovered during the first stage.
Your colleagues for this discussion will be the other participants in the study. You
will be asked to login at least five days during Stage 2. Remember that your
anonymity will be protected by use of the alias login.
-T W O -W E E K BREAK—
Stage 3 : Duration (1-2 hours)
After a second two-week break, you will be asked to login once more for a
one-time, synchronous (live) chat. The purpose of this chat will be for Schreck to
reveal the results of the research process and to reveal the initial development of a
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retention model. Schreck will ask for specific feedback concerning his
generalizations of specific comments made during the research process and to
check for accuracy. The total chat time will not exceed 2 hours.
While not completely void of risks, the risks involved in this study are
minimal since Marylhurst University operates WebCT over a secure, encrypted
connection. Even if your private comments were revealed, no one would know
your true identity unless they also were able to obtain a copy of Schreck’s research
notes. You may not receive any direct benefit from taking part in this study, but
the study may help to increase knowledge and improve online course retention in
distance education. Results of the study will be available to all participants online
and you will receive a $25.00 gift certificate to Marylhurst University’s bookstore
as soon as you’ve completed your expectations during the eight-week research
period.
Please note that your participation is voluntary. You do not have to take
part in this study, and it will not affect your relationship with Marylhurst
University or Portland State University. You may also withdraw from this study at
any time without affecting your relationship with Marylhurst University or Portland
State University.
If you have concerns or problems about your participation in this study or
your rights as a research Subject, please contact the Human Subjects Research
Review Committee, Office of Research and Sponsored Projects, 111 Cramer Hall,
Portland State University, (503) 725-8182. If you have questions about the study
itself, contact Vince Schreck at 5311 NE Mason, Portland, OR 97218, (503) 6368141, extension 3362.
By posting your first message in your private topic area, you are thereby
agreeing to the terms outlined in this informed consent letter. After reading the
letter, you may proceed to the Stage 1 Question area. You are encouraged to
print this letter and keep it for your records.
Thank you.
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Stage 1 Collection Journal
Stage 1 Process

Proposed

Actual

Evidence

Read and reread
text files

Text files w ill be
read and reread
before assigning
categories.

Text files were read
through once. Second
read, I grouped the
responses to similar
questions.

M emo: "After first read
through, I started to think
thematically about the
answers. It made sense to
group their responses
around similar questions I
ask ed ."

Create necessary
memos

The first stage o f
memos represent
initial concerns,
thoughts, and
feelings about the
text files.

Rather than memos
representing the entire
"batch" o f data, I
found m yself creating
memos around
individuals and likequestions.

M emo: "Subject 1 did not
understand the line o f
questioning and his
answers are rather sparse
when compared to the
entire group. I’m going to
have to ask him to
elaborate."

Begin coding by
identifying relevant
text units - make
annotations as
necessary

Text units come
from line-by-line
analysis o f the data
and are labeled and
becom e "Free
Nodes," the
building blocks o f
categories.

The creation o f text
units was exactly how
I defined it in chapter
3. I found using N 6
really helped here
because it
automatically assigns
a coding protocol.

Memo: "Subject I ’s
statement here implies a
strong connection with
Social Integration. They
even offered some
properties, which may be
useful in the near future."

